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Series Foreword 


any people would be surprised to be told that there were any great 

medieval thinkers. If a great thinker is one from whom we can learn 
today, and if “medieval” serves as an adjective for describing anything 
which existed from (roughly) the years 600 to 1500 A.D., then, so it is 
often supposed, medieval thinkers cannot be called “great.” 

Why not? One answer often given appeals to ways in which medieval 
authors with a taste for argument and speculation tend to invoke “au- 
thorities,” especially religious ones. Such invocation of authority is not 
the stuff of which great thought is made—so it is commonly said today. 
It is also sometimes said that greatness is not to be found in the thinking 
of those who lived before the rise of modern science, not to mention that 
of modern philosophy and theology. Students of science are nowadays 
hardly ever referred to literature earlier than the seventeenth century. 
Contemporary students of philosophy in the twentieth century are often 
taught nothing about the history of ideas between Aristotle (384-322 
B.c.) and Descartes (1596-1650). Modern students of theology have often 
been frequently encouraged to believe that sound theological thinking is 
a product of the nineteenth century. 

Yet the origins of modern science lie in the conviction that the world 
is open to rational investigation and is orderly rather than chaotic—a 
conviction that came fully to birth, and was systematically explored and 
developed, during the middle ages. And it is in medieval thinking that 
we find some of the most sophisticated and rigorous philosophical and 
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theological discussions ever offered for human consumption—not surpris- 
ingly, perhaps, if we note that medieval philosophers and theologians, like 
their contemporary counterparts, were mostly university teachers who par- 
ticipated in an ongoing worldwide debate. They were not (like many 
seventeenth, eighteenth, and even nineteenth century philosophers and 
theologians) people working in relative isolation from a large community 
of teachers and students with whom they were regularly involved. As for 
the question of appeal to authority: it is certainly true that many medieval 
thinkers believed in authority (especially religious authority) as a serious 
court of appeal. But as many contemporary philosophers are increasingly 
reminding us, authority is as much an ingredient in our thinking as it was 
in that of medieval thinkers. Most of what we take ourselves to know 
derives from the trust we have reposed in our various teachers, colleagues, 
and friends. When it comes to reliance on authority, the main difference 
between us and medieval thinkers lies in the fact that their reliance on 
authority was often more focused and explicitly acknowledged than is 
ours. It does not lie in the fact that it was uncritical and naive in a way 
that our reliance on authority is not. 

In recent years, such truths have come to be increasingly recognized 
at what we might call the “academic” level. No longer disposed to think 
of the Middle Ages as “dark” (meaning “lacking in intellectual richness”), 
many university departments (and many publishers of books and journals) 
now devote a lot of their energy to the study of medieval thinking. And 
they do so, not simply on the assumption that it is historically important, 
but also in the light of the increasingly developing insight that it is full 
of things with which to dialogue and from which to learn. Following a 
long period in which medieval thinking was thought to be of only anti- 
quarian interest, we are now witnessing its revival as a contemporary 
voice—one to converse with, one from which we might learn. 

The Great Medieval Thinkers series reflects and is part of this exciting 
revival. Written by a distinguished team of experts, it aims to provide 
substantial introductions to a range of medieval authors. And it does so 
on the assumption that they are as worth reading today as they were when 
they wrote. Students of medieval “literature” (e.g. the writings of Chau- 
cer) are currently well supplied (if not over-supplied) with secondary 
works to aid them when reading the objects of their concern. But those 
with an interest in medieval philosophy and theology are by no means so 
fortunate when it comes to reliable and accessible volumes. The Great 
Medieval Thinkers series therefore aspires to remedy that deficiency by 
concentrating on medieval philosophers and theologians, and by offering 
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solid overviews of their lives and thought coupled with contemporary 
reflection on what they had to say. Taken individually, volumes in the 
series provide valuable treatments of single thinkers many of whom are 
not currently covered by any comparable volumes. Taken together, they 
constitute a rich and distinguished history and discussion of medieval 
philosophy and theology considered as a whole. With an eye on college 
and university students, and with an eye on the general reader, authors 
of volumes in the series strive to write in a clear and accessible manner 
so that each of the thinkers they write on can be learned about by those 
who have no previous knowledge about them. But each contributor to 
the series also intends to inform, engage, and generally entertain, even 
those with specialist knowledge in the area of medieval thinking. So, as 
well as surveying and introducing, volumes in the series seek to advance 
the state of medieval studies both at the historical and the speculative 
level. 

The subject of the present volume (sometimes referred to as the Doctor 
Seraphicus) is, perhaps, currently one of the best known and most studied 
of medieval thinkers—along with authors such as Anselm, Aquinas, and 
Scotus. Working roughly in the middle of the thirteenth century, he 
taught at the University of Paris and played a major role in the devel- 
opment of the Franciscan Order, founded by Francis of Assisi. Well trans- 
lated into English and other languages, his writings form part of what we 
might call the traditional “canon” of medieval philosophical and theo- 
logical literature. There have, however, been comparatively few attempts 
on the part of recent scholars to present a study of Bonaventure’s thinking 
in its entirety. 

In the present book Christopher Cullen offers us just such a work. 
Rather than focusing only on select aspects of Bonaventure’s writings 
(though not avoiding attention to details), he invites us to take a bird’s- 
eye view of Bonaventure’s writings and invites us to consider them as 
reflecting or constituting a system of ideas in which parts blend together 
to form a coherent whole. In particular, and by following Bonaventure’s 
own division of the sciences, he draws our attention to ways in which 
philosophy and theology come together from Bonaventure’s perspective. 
Though sometimes taken to be a mystic and/or nothing but a theologian, 
Bonaventure was very much a man of argument and ideas. Whatever else 
he was, he was also a philosopher who needs to be firmly placed in the 
scholastic context to which he belonged (something not always properly 
appreciated). In the pages that follow, Professor Cullen shows us how 
Bonaventure appears when approached accordingly and with a sense of 
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his ideas as they can be found in writings dating from throughout his 
career. What does the thought of Bonaventure look like when viewed as 
a whole? The present volume provides one expert answer to that question. 


Brian Davies 


Preface 


his book is a survey of the thought of Bonaventure. Among the rel- 
atively few such surveys, this one attempts something new: to analyze 
Bonaventure’s thought by following his own division of the branches of 
philosophy and theology. Some might say that Bonaventure only wrote 
theological texts and any attempt to provide a separate account of his 
philosophy is doomed to falsify his thought. I disagree with this conten- 
tion, and believe that considerable weight should be given to Bonaven- 
ture’s views on the division and methods of the arts and sciences as he 
presents them in his treatise, On the Reduction of the Arts to Theology (De 
reductione artium ad theologiam). In this important text, Bonaventure him- 
self clearly regards philosophy and theology as distinct fields of study, and 
even though he did not write strictly philosophical texts, he did provide 
a great many philosophical arguments in the course of his writings, es- 
pecially in his Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard. By “philo- 
sophical arguments,” I mean those that rely on reason alone and make 
no use of a premise drawn from revelation in coming to their conclusion. 
This is not to say that Bonaventure provides us with a philosophy 
autonomous from revelation or theology. On the contrary, he attempted 
what has been called a “Christian philosophy,” to borrow a term from the 
twentieth century’s eminent historian of medieval philosophy, Etienne 
Gilson (1884-1978).! Gilson established that medieval thinkers had at- 
tempted a philosophy in harmony with Christianity. Of course, it is not 
easy to say precisely what this means in practice. Such an endeavor stands 
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or falls on its details, specifically on the relationship between propositions 
drawn from what is understood as divine revelation and those drawn from 
reason. Bonaventure regards philosophy as dependent on theology (i.e., 
as heteronymous, at least in part), not for its premises, nor even for ac- 
complishing its task of attaining wisdom (pace many interpreters of Bon- 
aventure), but rather for fulfilling its task and bringing it to perfection. 
This distinction is perhaps subtle, but absolutely crucial to what he is 
trying to accomplish. Bonaventure set a difficult job for himself in think- 
ing that philosophy ought to remain open to theology: for demarcating 
the domain of truth (in order to prevent some errors); for prompting the 
investigation of questions that would likely otherwise be omitted; and for 
leading the mind from a high wisdom that is found in this life in the 
practice of theology, to the highest wisdom that is found in the next life 
in the beatific vision. 

Furthermore, because I follow Bonaventure’s ordering of the disciplines 
of human knowledge, I believe it would be incorrect to pursue a theolog- 
ical order in the presentation of his philosophy. While it cannot be denied 
that he was a theologian and that his writings are theological, Bonaven- 
ture nevertheless meticulously outlines the whole range of human know- 
ing, including all the distinct disciplines and the proper order of their 
study. This order is not theological, from God to creatures, but philo- 
sophical, from creatures to God. Bonaventure’s own ordering of the dis- 
ciplines confirms the validity of Jan Aertsen’s recent complaint against 
Gilson’s adoption of the theological order when explaining medieval phi- 
losophy.? 

Bonaventure’s identification of the branches of theology can be found 
in his only summa of theology, the Breviloquium. It is better to follow 
Bonaventure’s own organization of the discipline of theology in this text 
than in his much longer and more comprehensive Commentary on the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard, wherein Lombard organized the divisions of 
theology and therefore considerably bound any commentator.’ 

By utilizing Bonaventure’s own division of the branches of philosophy 
and theology, I do not follow a chronological order. Besides respecting 
the author’s own careful division of human knowledge, I agree with Gilson 
that there is little, if any, substantial development in Bonaventure’s think- 
ing.* Bonaventure seems to have thought through the main elements of 
his theological system from very early in his career; hence, his Commen- 
tary on the Sentences should have a priority of place in any accurate read- 
ing. This systematic approach is contrary to the developmental approach 
advocated by Rufin Silic and subsequently followed by others, but this 
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book should serve to clarify the substantial unity of Bonaventure’s thought 
across the various stages of his career.> 

By giving a prominent place to the Commentary on the Sentences, I also 
hope to demystify Bonaventure. Of course, I want to clarify many of his 
teachings, but I also read Bonaventure, first and foremost, as the Scho- 
lastic he was, that is, as a scientific theologian and philosopher, and not 
as a mystic, or one who regards theological matters to be beyond rational 
investigation or who relies on intuition rather than argument in matters 
of theological or philosophical import. Bonaventure the scholastic is 
found most clearly in his Commentary. 

My intention here is not to deny that Bonaventure was a mystic or a 
doctor of the emotions. Bernard McGinn is surely correct in his judgment 
that “Bernard of Clairvaux and Bonaventure—the doctor mellifluus and 
the doctor seraphicus—may be justly described as the two premier mystical 
teachers of the medieval West.”® Rather, I wish to show how Bonaven- 
ture’s mysticism is rooted in his own rigorous and rational investigation 
of great philosophical and theological issues. Furthermore, while Bona- 
venture clearly takes seriously the human passions and affections, and like 
Augustine, views them as having an essential role in human life, his 
mysticism and “emotionalism” (for lack of a better term) flow from in- 
tellectual positions on certain perennial issues, positions that can be sub- 
jected to analysis and critique. 

There are many stereotypes of Bonaventure. Various authors have pre- 
sented him as the archvillain in the corruption of the primitive spirit of 
St. Francis of Assisi (ca. 1182-1226) by institutionalizing Francis’s vision, 
by moderating his understanding of poverty, and by vastly expanding the 
order’s academic orientation. Others have tried to present Bonaventure 
as purely anti-Aristotelian. Context, however, helps to overcome these 
stereotypes. For example, while there can be no question that Bonaven- 
ture significantly reinforced the intellectual turn that the Franciscan order 
took in the generation just before him, it is good to keep in mind that it 
was St. Francis himself who appointed St. Anthony of Padua (1195-1231) 
the first theologian of the order, and that it was Bonaventure’s predecessor 
as minister general of the Franciscans who accepted into the order the 
most prominent professor of the day at the University of Paris, Alexander 
of Hales (ca. 1185-1245). His “anti-Aristotelianism” has to be read in 
the context of contemporary Averroism. | consistently use such data in 
an attempt to recontextualize Bonaventure’s thought within a complex 
and dynamic era. 

Given that there are so many studies focusing on particular aspects of 
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Bonaventure’s thought, and few that attempt a comprehensive view of 
either his philosophy or theology, let alone both, this book presents an 
overview of his synthesis rather than a critical assessment in the light of 
modern concerns. In attempting to attain this bird’s-eye view of Bona- 
venture’s thought, it is not possible, given length constraints, to also pro- 
vide a running critique. My goal has not been another study of some 
particular aspect of his thought, nor another critique that compares Bon- 
aventure and Aquinas, or Bonaventure and a modern theologian. Rather, 
my intention is to offer an intelligent reading that displays something 
rarely seen, namely, “Bonaventurianism,” as a whole, just for itself, and 
on its own terms—in other words, as an elaborate and sophisticated syn- 
thesis, created in a specific historical context. 

I first wish to thank Brian Davies, the editor of Oxford University 
Press’s Great Medieval Thinkers series for inviting me to write this volume 
and then encouraging me to complete it. I thank Avery Cardinal Dulles, 
SJ, for reading part of the manuscript, as well as Joseph Koterski, SJ, for 
his proofreading of parts and his general encouragement. Especially, I wish 
to thank Joseph Lienhard, SJ, for meticulously reading parts of this man- 
uscript during its preparation. 
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Introduction 


The Life and Times of Bonaventure 


hen Bonaventure came to Paris as a young man in his teens, prob- 

ably in 1234 or 1235, he arrived in a city undergoing extraordinary 
rebirth. The king of France, Louis IX (1. 1226-1270, canonized in 1297), 
was transforming Paris—making it the destination for Europe’s best and 
brightest. Artisans were working on completing the Church of Notre 
Dame in the heart of the city; students were flocking to the city’s Left 
Bank; France’s nobles were building townhouses (hotels) to be near king 
and court. This transformation of the capital had begun a generation 
earlier under Philip I] Augustus (r. 1180-1223), the grandfather of Louis 
IX, when he built a defensive wall around the entire city and paved its 
streets. Three historic movements—one intellectual, one educational, and 
one religious—had recently converged on the banks of the Seine when 
Bonaventure began his new life in Paris. 

The first of these movements had put the city in intellectual ferment, 
the likes of which had not been seen in the West since antiquity: The 
West had “discovered” Aristotle (384-322 B.c.). It is hard to appreciate 
the degree to which Aristotle captured the attention of medieval scholars. 
Although his logical works had been available in translation from late 
antiquity (thanks to the late Roman translator Boethius [ca. 480-525/6] 
and others), the major texts of the Aristotelian corpus had begun arriving 
only in the twelfth century and had continued to be translated in the 
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early decades of the thirteenth century. The explosion of interest in the 
works of Aristotle seems all the more extraordinary when one considers 
the relatively lukewarm response that he received in antiquity. Not only 
had his works come very near to being lost, but even Plotinus (204/5— 
270), one of the most important thinkers to thoroughly engage Aristotle’s 
ideas, rejected a good many of them. In sharp contrast to this tepid re- 
ception in antiquity, Aristotle found generations of enthusiastic readers 
among the medievals, beginning in the twelfth century. For the first time 
since the close of classical antiquity, medieval scholars had access to the 
Greek philosophical heritage.! The Greek achievement took their breath 
away. Indeed, as the thirteenth century wore on, many of them had a 
tendency to follow the teachings of Aristotle more strictly than those of 
Christ. It is precisely this latter group of radical Aristotelians, followers 
of the strict reading of Aristotle by the Arab philosopher Averroes (1126- 
1198), who dominated the last decade of Bonaventure’s life. Indeed, be- 
ginning in the 1260s, Bonaventure launched a series of conferences that 
were blistering attacks on the errors of Aristotle, at least as interpreted 
by the Averroists. The “anti-Aristotelianism” of these attacks must be 
carefully situated in their context, so as not lose sight of Bonaventure’s 
extensive debt to Aristotle. 

The rediscovery of Aristotle allowed Latin Christianity to renew and 
vastly expand its appropriation of the Greek philosophical heritage, which 
found remote warrant in Augustine’s (354-430) classic work on education 
and biblical exegesis, On Christian Doctrine (De doctrina christiana), and 
built on the proximate foundation laid by twelfth-century schools, espe- 
cially Hugh of St. Victor’s (1096-1141) plan for the reform of education, 
the Didascalicon. In his influential text, Augustine authorized Christians 
to take from the philosophers whatever they found true and to make it 
their own, as the Israelites had despoiled the Egyptians in the Exodus at 
the command of God. After centuries of interruption, this despoiling, or 
Christianization, of “the intellectual deposit of the Greco-Roman past” 
began anew, in the late eleventh-century school of Anselm of Laon (d. 
1117), and continued in subsequent generations in the schools of Paris.’ 
But Augustine’s warrant was limited: The Christian was only to pursue 
secular subjects to the extent that they contributed to an understanding 
of scripture.’ Hugh expanded the warrant: The Christian was to pursue 
all subjects as a means to restoring the knowledge lost in the Fall.* All 
the arts and sciences are paths to God.* The thirteenth-century appro- 
priation of the Aristotelian corpus (and of the Neoplatonic texts that 
were believed to be a part of this corpus) built on the work of the twelfth- 
century “renascence” and brought to fruition a new, scientific, and sys- 
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tematic method for practicing philosophy and theology. This scientific 
method consisted of a dialectical analysis of discordant views through 
rigorous questioning and examination. Indeed, these new doctrines, ex- 
amined under this novel method, led to the birth of a new school— 
Scholasticism. As it has recently been put, Scholasticism’s aim was “noth- 
ing less than to embrace all knowledge and every kind of activity in a 
single world-view.”° The Scholastics found Aristotle to be a kindred spirit 
in this endeavor; his work constitutes a sort of encyclopedia of knowledge. 
What is more, the Scholastics found in Aristotle’s work the great tool for 
their endeavor—logic (the title for Aristotle’s trilogy of logical works was 
the “organon” or “tool”). It is difficult to understand the thought of Bon- 
aventure without the larger context of this complex intellectual move- 
ment that so shaped the Middle Ages. 

The second great movement that Bonaventure encountered in Paris 
was the recent turn to “universities” for education. For much of the Mid- 
dle Ages, formal education had primarily taken place in the monastery or 
in the cathedral school. In fact, the cathedral school at Paris was well 
known for some of its distinguished teachers, such as William of Cham- 
peaux (ca. 1070-1122) and Peter Abelard (1079-1142). In 1200, disputes 
between students and civil authorities precipitated a crisis. Philip II re- 
sponded by exempting the masters and students from civil jurisdiction: 
He granted this community of scholars a charter with special privileges 
that placed them under the authority of the bishop of Paris and his des- 
ignated chancellor.’ This act marks the formation of a semiautonomous 
corporate body with its own organization and governance, a sort of guild, 
like the art guilds of the day. “Universitas” was the word applied to this 
body, a word used for any body or association that had an independent 
juridical status. Another university developed at almost the same time 
across the English Channel at Oxford, and yet another was to follow not 
long afterward at Cambridge. Universities eventually arose in towns and 
cities throughout Europe, ideally having four faculties: arts, law, medicine, 
and theology. The “central driving force” in the development of these 
universities was the goal of organizing all knowledge into a systematic and 
universal account of reality.8 Bonaventure eventually taught for a time at 
Paris’s university while holding one of the academic chairs there. 

The third great movement that Bonaventure encountered in Paris was 
religious in nature. It began in the spring of 1207, when a young former 
soldier from the Umbrian town of Assisi heard the painted crucifix in a 
small church speak to him. This event marked the beginning of a com- 
plete conversion of life for Francis Bernardone of Assisi. His father had 
planned that he would take over the family’s cloth business, but Francis 
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instead decided to spend his life imitating Christ as closely as he could. 
He lived in poverty and chastity and traveled from town to town to 
preach the Gospel. He quickly attracted followers who also wanted “to 
walk in Christ’s footsteps” (as the earliest rule referred to this way of life), 
and by 1209, he and his small band of twelve went to Rome in order to 
obtain the approval of Pope Innocent HI. Innocent’s approval of their 
simple rule of life is regarded as the official founding of the Franciscans, 
or the Order of Friars Minor. Francis inspired a whole movement that 
was eventually to include three orders: A second order (eventually called 
the “Poor Clares”) began when a friend, Clare of Assisi, asked to embrace 
his rule of life; and a third order for laypeople, and later clerics, also arose.° 
Francis and his religious orders renewed the whole church. 

The Franciscans were part of a larger group of new religious orders that 
lived in poverty and survived on alms. These “mendicant” orders had an 
enormous impact on the life of the church, but it was the Friars Minor 
(as the Franciscans were called to distinguish them from the other men- 
dicant orders, also known as friars)!° who left an indelible imprint on 
Catholic Christianity that endures to this day and is felt at every level of 
the church’s life. The Christmas créche is but one prominent example of 
Francis’s impact on Catholic piety. 

The First Order of the Franciscans drew thousands of vocations in its 
early years. In the spring of 1209, when Pope Innocent III gave official 
approval to the rule drawn up by Francis, the “poor man” from Assisi had 
a mere twelve followers. Yet, by the time of a general chapter, held twelve 
years later in 1221, some three thousand friars attended. By the death of 
Francis in 1226, it has been calculated that there were some five thousand 
friars.'' By 1242, there were more than thirty Franciscan convents in 
France alone; by 1256, thirty-two years after the arrival of the first Fran- 
ciscans in England, there were forty-nine convents in England with 1,242 
friars.'2 The growth continued throughout the thirteenth century; some 
estimates put their worldwide numbers by 1300 between thirty and forty 
thousand.'3 Franciscans gained influence at all levels of society, from the 
humblest to the highest. The king of France, Louis IX, for example, was 
a member of the Franciscans’ lay fraternity (or “third order”) and had 
himself buried in the robes of a Franciscan. 

Unlike monks, the First Order of Franciscans did not commit them- 
selves to stability, that is, living in one place, but moved about as their 
apostolic work demanded. They often lived in cities, where they preached 
and administered the sacraments in urban churches. Innocent III and his 
successor, Honorius III, eventually found in the Franciscans a model of 
the apostolic life (vita apostolica, or the life of the apostles).!* Thirteenth- 
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century popes relied more and more on the new mendicant orders to 
revivify Christian life and to enact the pastoral program set down by the 
most important of all the medieval church councils, Lateran IV, which 
Innocent himself presided over in 1215. Indeed, the papacy’s trust in the 
Franciscans can be seen in the increasing number of Francis’s followers 
who were promoted to the episcopacy (at least forty in the eighteen years 
between 1243 and 1261). 

Lateran IV set down a vast renewal program for the whole Christian 
life. Among its more important provisions, it mandated that every Cath- 
olic receive communion and go to confession at least once a year: “All 
the faithful of either sex, after they have reached the age of discernment, 
should individually confess all their sins in a faithful manner to their own 
priest at least once a year, and let them take care to do what they can to 
perform penance imposed on them. Let them reverently receive the sac- 
rament of the eucharist at least at Easter.”!© The mendicant orders pro- 
vided the papacy with the means of implementing this pastoral program 
by taking up two fundamental duties: preaching and hearing confessions. 
Both duties required education, as the council fathers had clearly realized 
in their renewed call for the establishment of schools in episcopal and 
monastic centers. And so, the mendicant orders, especially the Domini- 
cans and Franciscans, began to establish a system of schools for training 
the friars.!” 

Francis had been wary of learning and studies—in his seventh admo- 
nition, he warns about the danger of wanting knowledge for the sake of 
being thought wiser than others'*’—but as the friars became more in- 
volved in the Lateran IV reforms, the necessity of acquiring at least a 
basic knowledge of the Bible and the church fathers became clear. Hence, 
certain friaries were to have a lector (lecturer) responsible for the educa- 
tion of the brethren. The first lector and the first to teach theology in a 
friary was Anthony of Padua, a Portuguese and one-time Augustinian 
canon who joined the Franciscans.'? Anthony would not take up the task 
of teaching theology until he received Francis’s permission. In giving it, 
however, Francis added the proviso that he “not extinguish the Spirit of 
prayer and devotion.”*° Anthony’s appointment as a teacher of theology 
in the friary marks the earliest beginning of what would eventually be- 
come a network of Franciscan theological centers, consisting both of studia 
generalia (within nearly every province) and convent schools, run by a 
lector, who lectured to all friars, including those preparing for more ad- 
vanced studies. (Only a select few, Bonaventure among them, would be 
sent to study at one of the three principal studia generalia for all of Europe, 
that is, Paris, Oxford, and Cambridge.)?! 
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Bonaventure has said that he loved the life of Francis, because it 
seemed like the early church of the simple fishermen. He saw in the life 
of the early Franciscans clear evidence of the order being a divine work, 
rather than a product of human prudence. 

For the next four decades, after his arrival in Paris, Bonaventure played 
a central role in all of these great medieval movements—Aristotelianism 
and Scholasticism, the university, and Franciscanism. 

Yet, for all of the influence that these new movements had on Bona- 
venture, his thought remained firmly rooted in that intellectual giant from 
late antiquity who so shaped the whole of medieval life and culture, 
namely, Augustine of Hippo. Augustine remained the predominant influ- 
ence, outside the Bible, on Bonaventure’s thought, both philosophically 
and theologically. It was an Augustine read through the eyes of Anselm 
of Canterbury (1033-1109) and Hugh of St. Victor (1096-1141). Nev- 
ertheless, it is precisely this allegiance to Augustine on a number of key 
points that helps render Bonaventure “the most medieval” of thinkers, as 
Gilson so aptly proclaimed him in his book on Bonaventure’s philoso- 
phy.” 

No contemporary accounts of Bonaventure’s life have come down to 
us. A biography written in the thirteenth century by Zamorra, a Spanish 
Franciscan, is lost.2> The earliest biography still extant was written by 
Mariano of Florence at the end of the fifteenth century, almost two hun- 
dred years after Bonaventure’s death. An important source of information 
is an account of him in the Chronicle of the Twenty-four Generals. This 
work concerns the ministers general of the Franciscans and dates from 
circa 1369; it incorporates an earlier text written in the thirteenth century 
by Bernard of Besse (fl. ca. 1283), who was a secretary-companion of 
Bonaventure for a time.’4 

The lack of biographical materials, however, does not prevent us from 
reconstructing the main events of his life. He was, after all, minister gen- 
eral of the largest religious order of his day and a widely known doctor 
of theology who inspired a whole generation of Augustinians. Some spe- 
cific dates in the life Bonaventure are known with certitude: the date of 
his election as general of the Franciscan order (1257) and the date of his 
death while attending the second Council of Lyons (1274). Although 
other exact dates are subject to dispute, the sequence of major events in 
Bonaventure’s life is generally clear. Since a near-contemporary document 
tells us that he died at age fifty-three, and we know the year of his death, 
it has usually been thought that he was born in 1221.?° Some scholars in 
recent decades have challenged this traditional date, however, arguing 
that his birth must be no later than 1217, but there is still solid evidence 
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for it. Those who defend the earlier date of birth point to university 
statutes that require those teaching theology to be thirty-five years old, 
and to rules of the Franciscan order that require the minister general to 
have attained his fortieth year. Since Bonaventure became a master of 
theology in 1253 and was elected minister general in 1257, these scholars 
argue that he must have been born by 1217 (terminus ante quem) to reach 
the minimum age for these two events. However, Theodore Crowley has 
pointed out that the university statute in question dates from 1215 and 
thus may not have applied thirty-five years later, and the Franciscan rule 
in question dates from the seventeenth-century Consitutiones Urbanae 
(1628), and may also not apply, even if these constitutions did codify 
nearly a century of practice.” Crowley’s chronology defends the tradi- 
tional date of 1221 for Bonaventure’s birth, has him entering the order 
in 1238 at the young age of seventeen, receiving the license in 1245, and 
becoming a master in 1248.7 

Bonaventure was born in a small town in the hills of Lazio, named 
Bagnoregio.”* Bagnoregio rises on a towering hill above a sweeping land- 
scape of jagged peaks of white volcanic stone (tufa) set against the back- 
drop of the dark, looming Appenine Mountains on the horizon. These 
white hills (called calanchi) are, in essence, piles of solidified lava formed 
from a series of volcanic eruptions seven hundred thousand years ago.’ 
Sheer cliffs sweep down from Bagnoregio’s walls into the deep surrounding 
valley below, drained by streams and covered with trees and shrubs. These 
peculiar white hills make the rugged setting of this isolated Lazian hill 
town look like something from another planet; its piercing beauty is 
haunting and otherworldly—a truly ethereal setting, fit for the birthplace 
of one of the great mystics of the medieval world. 

Bagnoregio’s name derives from Balneum regis (bath of the king), which 
refers to hot springs that were nearby. The Etruscans were among the first 
to settle in these hills, and the town of Balneum regis arose on the basic 
outlines of the Etruscan village. The Goths, the Byzantines, and the Lom- 
bards all occupied the town at one point or another. In the eighth century, 
this area became part of the Papal States, as it was when Bonaventure 
was born. Today, a lone, steep donkey trail leads up to the medieval town, 
which remains largely unchanged except for the parts that have disap- 
peared in earthquakes. Visitors enter through the arched Gate of Santa 
Maria into narrow, cobblestone streets lined with medieval houses. At the 
center of town, where the north-south and east-west axis first traced by 
the Etruscans is found, the streets open onto a piazza, bordered on one 
side with the town’s one-time cathedral of San Donato, on another by 
the Palazzo del Comune (town hall), and on still another by the palazzi 
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of the nobles. The house where Bonaventure lived was but a few steps 
from this piazza; it is long since gone, destroyed when it slid into the 
valley below in a 1695 earthquake. A small stone plaque on the edge of 
town marks the site. 

Bonaventure’s father was Giovanni di Fidanza; his mother was Maria 
di Ritello. Mariano says that Bonaventure’s father practiced medicine. At 
baptism, Bonaventure received his father’s name, Giovanni; he apparently 
received the name “Bonaventure” after entering the Franciscans. Almost 
nothing is known of Bonaventure’s childhood. In writing of his own life 
with regard to Saint Francis, Bonaventure relates that he suffered from a 
very grave illness as a child and that it was the intercession of the saint 
obtained through his mother’s prayers that miraculously saved him.*° It is 
claimed that Francis himself preached in Bagnoregio and founded its fri- 
ary, the Convent of San Francesco, which was located in a section of the 
town now lost.*! According to testimony for Bonaventure’s canonization, 
he received his early education with the Franciscans in his hometown at 
their friary.? 

As mentioned, in 1234-1235 as a teenager, Bonaventure set off for 
studies in Paris. While at the University of Paris, he encountered a well- 
known professor, Alexander of Hales (ca. 1185—1245),*> who became 
Bonaventure’s principal and most influential teacher. We know that Al- 
exander had significant influence on Bonaventure from the latter’s own 
pen: Bonaventure calls him “master and father,”*+ and says that he con- 
siders himself a continuator of Alexander’s work. 

Alexander of Hales is an important and influential figure in the thir- 
teenth century: first, because he made extensive use of philosophy in his 
theological work in order to engage many speculative questions in the 
sacred science, and also because he exercised considerable influence upon 
the early Franciscan school. He flourished at a pivotal time, when the 
university was in its infancy and when the entire Aristotelian corpus had 
begun arriving in Latin Europe. 

Alexander also studied in Paris and completed his master of arts degree 
before 1210 and his master of theology before 1220. Throughout most of 
his academic career he was a secular priest, but in 1236, when he was at 
least fifty, he joined the recently founded Franciscan order. (The Francis- 
cans had arrived in Paris in 1217.)?° When he joined the order, he re- 
tained (amidst some controversy) his position as regent master (magister 
regens) in the university. Alexander consequently became the first Fran- 
ciscan to hold a chair at the University of Paris. 

Alexander was one of the earliest theologians to engage the thought 
of Aristotle at the recently founded University of Paris. His effort to 
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engage Aristotle was rigorous; he quotes from all the Stagirite’s major 
texts.>’ In this regard, Alexander was on the cutting edge of the schol- 
arship of his day; yet, he remains fundamentally an Augustinian on a 
whole range of issues. Indeed, Alexander has long been regarded as the 
font for what is commonly referred to as “the Augustinian school.” It is 
commonly held that there were four high-medieval schools: Franciscan 
Augustinianism (divided into three currents), Christian Aristotelianism 
(Thomism), Averroistic Aristotelianism, and scientifico-physical Augus- 
tinianism.*® Alexander shaped the early Franciscan school and its Augus- 
tinian orientation. 

At the same time, Alexander’s reading of Augustine is nearly always 
through the eyes of Anselm. Anselm was largely neglected in the twelfth 
century, but this neglect dissipated in the thirteenth, thanks in no small 
part to the influence of Alexander, and later to Bonaventure and Aqui- 
nas.*? Particularly significant for the Franciscans is that Alexander will 
read Aristotle while remaining fundamentally convinced of an Anselmian 
Augustinianism. 

Alexander is not the only Franciscan who influenced Bonaventure in 
Paris. Jean de la Rochelle (d. 1245), who was Alexander’s successor as 
regent master in the Franciscan chair, also had an influence on Bonaven- 
ture, as did Odo Rigaud (d. 1274), Rochelle’s successor, and Rigaud’s suc- 
cessor, William of Melitona. Bonaventure also came under the influence 
of the Dominican, Guerric of Saint-Quentin, and the secular master, 
Guiard of Laon. 

The exact date of Bonaventure’s entrance into the order is not known. 
Some have maintained that he entered in 1238, others 1243.*° If he en- 
tered in 1238, it would have been at the very young age of seventeen,*! 
and he would have just finished his master of arts degree in that same 
year. Those scholars who disagree with this dating think that Bonaventure 
became a master of arts in 1242 and entered the order in 1243. Regardless 
of the date, he would have done his novitiate in Paris, even though he 
was a member of the Roman Province. 

In 1250, Bonaventure began his Commentary on the Sentences of Peter 
Lombard. He likely received his license to teach theology in 1254. Bon- 
aventure’s entrance into the guild of masters of theology was scheduled 
for 1254, but it was delayed until October 1257 because of a dispute 
between the secular and the mendicant masters. Bonaventure’s inception 
into the guild of masters came about only as a result of papal intervention. 
In August 1257, Bonaventure and his colleague, Thomas Aquinas, for- 
mally took possession of their chairs in theology at the university. The 
question of Bonaventure’s formal entrance into the university faculty was 
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a moot point by October of that year, however, because in February, a 
general chapter of the Franciscans had elected him the eighth minister 
general of the order. 

Bonaventure became the leader of a dynamic order, but one that was 
facing several grave problems. First of all, Bonaventure’s predecessor, John 
Buralli of Parma, faced a heresy trial and resigned the generalship rather 
than drag the whole order under suspicion. John of Parma had come under 
the influence of the writings of a twelfth-century monk by the name of 
Joachim of Fiore (d. 1202), whose writings had become popular around 
mid-century among many Franciscans. These writings are filled with apoc- 
alyptic ideas that led a great many of the Spirituals into believing that 
the age of the church was giving way to an age of the spirit, inaugurated 
by the coming of Francis. 

When Bonaventure became minister general, the order was somewhat 
divided, though not nearly as much as it would be in the decades after 
his death. One group, which would later harden their positions and come 
to be known as the Spirituals, fought against any mitigations of the rule, 
especially with regard to property. Another group, later referred to as the 
Conventuals, constituted the majority of the order and was generally in- 
clined to accept various permissions from the popes that allowed the order 
the “use” of property. However, these groups did not yet possess the fixed 
positions that would develop later in the century, and care must be taken 
not to read back into this period the positions of the Spirituals and Con- 
ventuals. 

Bonaventure did nothing to abrogate the earlier decision of a general 
chapter to suspend papal bulls relaxing the observance of poverty on var- 
ious points.” He did, however, try to mitigate the observance of poverty 
where it interfered with the possibility of learning in houses of study.” 

We can find the intellectual basis for Bonaventure’s moderating ap- 
proach in a series of early Disputed Questions on Evangelical Perfection de- 
livered in 1256 at the beginning of the academic year at Paris. In these, 
Bonaventure defends mendicant poverty against the vigorous attacks of 
certain secular priests, led by William of St. Amour (1200-1272). For 
Francis, poverty was the defining characteristic in his life of imitating 
Christ; to imitate Christ is, above all, to be poor. It was his central pas- 
sion, as can be seen in his repeated reference to “Lady Poverty.” “So much 
importance did he attach to the principle of poverty that he made it a 
particular sign of Christ.”4+ In this way, poverty becomes a sort of end in 
itself. 

In his Disputed Questions, Bonaventure gently but unambiguously cor- 
rects the beloved founder’s extreme, if not dangerously enthusiastic, claims 
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for poverty. Bonaventure recontextualizes poverty in the whole Christian 
life. Poverty is carefully presented, not as an end in itself, but as a par- 
ticularly effective means to insuring two essential Christian virtues: (1) 
the fundamental humility that every Christian should have before God, 
and (2) the charity that is the Christian life. In other words, Bonaventure 
subordinates poverty to the absolutely foundational virtues of humility 
and charity. 

He does this by arguing that the summary of the whole of Christian 
perfection consists in humility.4° This fundamental humility involves the 
exterior and interior vilification of oneself, that is, the recognition of one’s 
own nothingness as a creature: “Therefore, since all things, which have 
been made, abide by the one principle and were produced from nothing, 
that man is truly wise who really recognizes the nothingness (nihilitatem) 
of himself and of others, and the sublimity of the first principle.”4° This 
foundational humility is essential to living the Christian life; indeed, it 
is the truth on which the Christian builds his life. If there is a reason 
why the Christian renounces temporal goods, it is that he has seen the 
nothingness of creation. 

Furthermore, religious poverty is a means to growth in charity. It is the 
principium fundamentale, or fundamental principle, precisely because it in- 
volves a complete renunciation of cupidity as the great obstacle, and ever- 
present danger, to love or caritas. Cupidity is so pernicious because it locks 
people within a cycle of selfish love that prevents them from going out 
to neighbor and to God. Poverty then becomes the Christian’s best de- 
fense against cupidity. 

Another problem that Bonaventure faced was the sheer shize of the 
order with thousands of friars divided into thirty-six provinces. Bonaven- 
ture’s letters from early in his generalship indicate his keen awareness of 
the problems facing the relatively new order. He did much to keep dif- 
ferent groups of Franciscans together, one of the many reasons that have 
led a majority of Franciscan historians to regard Bonaventure’s generalate 
as a blessing in which his moderation saved the order from chaos.‘ For 
those who are inclined to doubt this view, it is important to recall that 
shortly after his death, the order fell into nearly four decades of fractious 
dispute, which turned deadly in 1318, when four Spirituals were burned 
at the stake in Marseilles.** 

At the General Chapter of Paris in 1266, Bonaventure’s new biography 
of Francis was approved, every friary was to have a copy, and all earlier 
biographies were to be destroyed. Today, we see the extent to which this 
decree was enacted in that there are more than four hundred surviving 
manuscripts of the Legenda major. 
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In 1265, Pope Clement IV wanted to appoint Bonaventure archbishop 
of York, but Bonaventure declined. On May 23, 1273, however, Pope 
Gregory X made Bonaventure a cardinal. (In fact, it has become the 
traditional iconography for Bonaventure to depict him wearing the ves- 
titure of a cardinal, especially the wide-brimmed cardinal’s hat known as 
the galero.) In November 1273, Gregory prevailed upon him to become 
bishop of Albano, and consecrated him in the same month at Lyons. In 
May 1274, Bonaventure resigned as minister general. 

Unlike his contemporary, Thomas Aquinas, who never arrived at the 
second Council of Lyons, Bonaventure not only attended the council, but 
made singular contributions that helped with its central purpose, namely, 
reunification with the Greek Church of the East.*? This was one of three 
goals that Pope Gregory X had for the council when he called it; he also 
wanted to organize military relief for Jerusalem and to bring about various 
reforms within the church.*° When the council opened on May 7, 1274, 
Bonaventure, as one of the cardinal-bishops, sat on the pope’s right as 
the pontiff delivered the opening address. 

The Greeks arrived late, including the former archbishop of Constan- 
tinople, Germanus, now the archbishop of Nicea, and the chancellor of 
the Byzantine emperor. In the fourth session of the council, on July 6, 
the Greeks accepted a profession of faith that included a recognition of 
papal primacy, the doctrine of purgatory, and the number of sacraments 
as seven.°! A mass was celebrated after the union of the Roman and Greek 
church was secured with an oath. During the mass, the creed was sung in 
Latin and Greek with the filioque clause (lit., “and from the Son” as in 
the claim that the Spirit “proceeds from the Father and the Son”), and 
the Greeks were allowed to keep the traditional wording of their creed. 
Nevertheless, this seemingly happy union was to fall apart for various 
reasons: The Byzantine emperor had supported it only for political rea- 
sons; the Greek bishops would not accept it; and Pope Martin V, who 
ascended the papal throne in 1281, supported the plans of the king of 
Naples for a conquest of the East.* 

Bonaventure died unexpectedly in the early morning hours of July 15, 
1274, eight days after the union had been completed. Pope Gregory X 
himself, the council fathers from both the East and West, and the papal 
curia were in attendance. Bonaventure was buried in the Franciscan 
church in Lyons. He was canonized April 14, 1432, by the Franciscan 
pope, Sixtus IV; on March 14, 1588, Pope Sixtus V made him a doctor 
of the church with the title, “Seraphic Doctor” (Doctor Seraphicus). In 
the eighteenth century, his tomb was raided and the relics destroyed by 
a mob of French revolutionaries. 
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Just in sheer size, Bonaventure’s corpus of writings is impressive (filling 
nine folio volumes, each around seven hundred pages in length printed 
in double columns), when we consider that he composed many of these 
while minister general of the fastest growing religious order of his day. A 
group of Friars Minor, led by Fidelis a Fanna, from the Collegium S. 
Bonaventura, located at Quaracchi near Florence, edited and published 
the works of Bonaventure.* The first four folio volumes contain his Com- 
mentary on the Sentences; volume 5 contains eight short, but important, 
scholastic treatises; volumes 6 and 7 contain his scriptural commentaries; 
volume 8 his mystical and ascetical works; and volume g his sermons. 
These writings include theological texts, disputed questions, university 
conferences, biblical commentaries, letters, and sermons. 

While certain writings cannot be accurately dated, Bonaventure’s 
works can be broken down in general into two main periods of his life— 
those from his time teaching at the University of Paris, that is, his “re- 
gency”; and those from the period of his generalate. Among his theolog- 
ical texts, the longest and most important work is the Commentary on the 
Sentences of Peter Lombard. By the time Bonaventure was at the University 
of Paris, it had become the custom for bachelors seeking the masters in 
theology (the medieval university’s highest degree) to comment on the 
Lombard. Because this commentary is Bonaventure’s most important text, 
a word needs to be said about the Lombard himself and his famous text. 
Peter the Lombard was born in Lombardy between 1095 and r1oo. He 
went to Paris for studies in 1136 and became a canon of Notre Dame in 
1145. In 1159, he became bishop of Paris, an office he held for only a 
year, since he died in July 1160.>4 This twelfth-century ecclesiastic exer- 
cised considerable influence over Scholasticism, because he developed a 
textbook of theology that was to shape the way generations of theologians 
would approach various theological topics; indeed, it remained the stan- 
dard textbook until Cajetan (1469-1534) began using Aquinas’s Summa 
Theologiae, more than three centuries later.*° 

A sentence collection was a systematic compilation and exposition of 
texts from the Bible and the church fathers. In that it attempted to deal 
with discordance among authorities, its development is parallel to the 
work of Gratian in canon law; it moves by the same driving force as the 
Jurist’s Concordance of Discordant Canons. Peter did not invent the genre 
of sentence collection, but he did much to advance it, and in so doing, 
significantly altered the way theology was done. The method of this genre 
inclined theology to be systematic. Indeed, sentence collection and sys- 
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tematic theology developed so clearly hand in hand that they may be 
regarded as two sides of a single invention of the twelfth century.* “The 
Sentences constitute the Lombardian summa that emerged out of the 
course of systematic theology that Peter taught for well-nigh two de- 
cades.”*? Its contents are the following: “Book | treats of God: the Trinity, 
God’s attributes, providence, predestination, evil; Book II of the creation: 
the work of the six days, angels, demons, the fall, grace, sin; Book III of 
the Incarnation, Redemption, the virtues, the ten commandments; Book 
IV of the sacraments, first in general, then the seven in particular, and 
the four last things, death, judgment, hell, heaven.”58 

The final edition of the Sentences dates from the years 1155-1157, after 
Peter had read the newly translated De fide orthodoxa by John Damascene. 
“This author gave Peter the tools with which to reformulate his position 
of Trinitarian theology and Christology and to develop new arguments 
against views he rejected.”*° The Sentences is a complex work. While it 
has been described as an “Augustinian breviary”® because of its large 
number of quotes from Augustine, the Lombard took a somewhat critical 
approach to Augustine. 

Another important theological text is Bonaventure’s Breviloquium 
(“Brief Commentary”). This text is a small summa of theology that aims 
at treating briefly the whole range of topics in Christian theology. Bon- 
aventure says that he composed it for the sake of fellow Franciscans with 
the purpose of reaffirming the centrality of the scriptures in the exposition 
of the faith. The Augustinian character of the Breviloquium is apparent. 
There is no theology apart from the enlightenment of the human mind, 
found in the infused virtue of faith reflecting on divine revelation in 
sacred scripture. Reason without faith will fall into error. The text is 
particularly important in terms of biblical hermeneutics or interpretation. 
It presents clearly and carefully the four levels of meaning found in a 
biblical text by most medieval believers. These levels are usually divided 
into the material, or literal, meaning and the three spiritual meanings: 
allegorical, anagogical, and tropological. This doctrine is discussed in more 
detail in the chapter on theology. 

In 1259, early in his generalate, Bonaventure withdrew to a mountain 
retreat called La Verna. On this rugged and heavily wooded mountain in 
the summer of 1224, Francis had received the stigmata, or marks from 
the wounds of the crucified Christ. After returning from his mountain 
retreat, Bonaventure composed his most famous work, Journey of the Mind 
to God (Itinerarium mentis in Deum). It is an explanation of how the mind 
can ascend to God through six steps from the contemplation of sensible 
things to God himself. It is a text that can be read for many different 
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purposes. It is a theological work that draws extensively on metaphysics; 
indeed, its depth is really only revealed when read with an eye open to 
its metaphysical doctrines. Yet, at the same time, it is one of the most 
popular works in spiritual theology in the entire history of Christian 
thought. 

There are three sets of disputed questions (quaestiones disputatae) of 
particular import from the period of Bonaventure’s “regency” or university 
teaching career: Disputed Questions on Evangelical Perfection (Quaestiones 
disputatae de perfectione evangelica), Disputed Questions on the Knowledge of 
Christ (Quaestiones disputatae de scientia Christi), and Disputed Questions on 
the Mystery of the Trinity (Quaestiones disputatae de mysterio trinitatis). The 
first of these conferences was given at the request of the king of France, 
Louis IX, in response to a crisis brought about by a secular master’s attack 
on the mendicants. In 1254, William of Saint-Amour, a secular master at 
the University of Paris, made a vigorous attack on very idea of a men- 
dicant religious life in a book called Liber de antichristo. In 1256, he re- 
newed his attack on the mendicant way of life in his Tractatus de perculis 
novissimorum temporum. William argued the extreme position that poverty 
was a moral evil. As a result of this controversy, Louis IX asked the 
university to solemnly decide the question. The first to respond was Tho- 
mas Aquinas; the second was the Franciscan, Thomas of York; the third 
was Bonaventure. On October 5, 1256, Pope Alexander IV condemned 
William of Saint-Amour’s position. 

The Disputed Questions on the Knowledge of Christ (perhaps 1253-1254) 
treats the theological problem of what Christ knew in his divine and 
human natures. However, it also provides an extensive and important 
discussion of the philosophical problem of how knowledge and certitude 
are attained. These questions are especially important for understanding 
Bonaventure’s doctrine of illumination; but they cannot be read in iso- 
lation from his treatment of knowledge in the Commentary on the Sen- 
tences, because the disputed questions do not treat his doctrine of the 
agent intellect and its act of abstraction. 

The Disputed Questions on the Trinity contain an important discussion 
of how the existence of God is known, namely, as an analytic truth that 
is self-evident (at least in itself) and beyond doubt. Regardless of where 
one begins—whether in the sensible world, the soul’s self-awareness, or 
the idea of God—God’s existence is evident to the truly perceptive. Bon- 
aventure also presents in this text “necessary reasons” for the triune nature 
of God.* 

Bonaventure gave a number of important series of university confer- 
ences or collationes over the course of his life. The collatio was a monastic 
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custom that the Dominican, Jordan of Saxony, introduced in 1231 into 
the university context for Sundays and feast days. The audience consisted 
of masters and students at any level of degree. These conferences were 
reported or taken down by secretaries, who then showed them to the 
speaker for correction and approval. 

The first set of Bonaventure’s conferences that has come down to us 
is called the Collations on the Ten Commandments (Collationes de decem 
praeceptis) and dates from March 1267.° In these conferences, Bonaven- 
ture attempts to respond to the Averroistic views that the world is eternal 
and that there is one agent intellect by which all human beings know, a 
doctrine usually referred to as “monopsychism.” 

Another set of conferences also addresses the Averroist crisis: the Col- 
lations on the Seven Gifts (Collationes de septem donis), given in Lent of 
1268.° In this text, Bonaventure particularly attacks Gérard d’Abbeville, 
who renewed the criticism of the mendicant religious life. 

The most important of Bonaventure’s conferences is called Collations 
on the Six Days (Collationes in hexaemeron), in which he comments on the 
six days of creation. These have come down to us in two redactions; the 
second of which was not chosen for inclusion in the Quaracchi edition, 
and was subsequently edited and published by Ferdinand Delorme.®% These 
conferences were the second occasion for Bonaventure to comment on 
the Genesis text; the first was in his Sentences commentary. Bonaventure 
uses this text to present a stinging attack on the Averroists in the midst 
of the crisis brought on by their interpretation and unswerving allegiance 
to Aristotle. 

Bonaventure’s approach to dealing with the Averroist crisis contrasts 
radically with Aquinas’s. Whereas Aquinas tried to meet the crisis by 
rescuing Aristotle, that is, by trying to insure that Aristotle was correctly 
interpreted, Bonaventure argues that the problem lies much deeper: the 
Averroists’ fundamental error was to use reason to judge the truths of the 
faith. While Aquinas attacks their interpretation of Aristotle, Bonaven- 
ture attacks their fundamental rationalism, which would subject the truths 
of the faith to the judgment of reason and the criticism of philosophy. In 
these conferences, Bonaventure finally presents his complete catalogue of 
errors attributable to Aristotle: (1) the denial of exemplarism (or the 
theory of forms in a transcendent cause, which Bonaventure explicitly 
associates with Plato); (2) denial of divine knowledge of world; (3) the 
necessity of all things (which flows from the second, according to Bona- 
venture, since if God does not know the world, all things happen either 
by chance or by absolute necessity; the former is impossible, so the latter 
must obtain); (4) the denial of eternal life where reward or punishment 
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is found; (5) the eternity of the world; and (6) the existence of a single 
intellect for all men (a view that Bonaventure is careful to say Averroes 
attributes to Aristotle). 

Bonaventure’s biblical commentaries are numerous. His commentary 
on Saint Luke, which fills an entire folio volume in his Opera omnia, is 
designed to aid preachers in their work. He also produced commentaries 
on Ecclesiastes, Wisdom, and on the Gospel of Saint John. His commen- 
tary on Ecclesiastes presents some of his most central and profound ideas. 
The world is a sign from God: “Every creature is the divine word, because 
it speaks of God.” To love the world above God is to confuse the sign 
for its giver. Charity or true love involves recognizing the sign as a sign, 
and thereby turning one’s love to the sign giver. 

In 1260, the General Chapter of the Friars Minor, held at Narbonne, 
commissioned Bonaventure to compose a new biography of Francis. Since 
the Chapter used the Latin term legenda in its decree, Bonaventure’s bi- 
ography is referred to as the Legenda major (as opposed to the Legenda 
minor, which he composed as a shorter version for liturgical usage). When 
the Chapter issued its commission to the minister general, three biogra- 
phies of Francis already existed, two by Thomas of Celano and one by 
Julian of Speyer. Some historians have argued that the primary motivation 
for this new biography was concern that the earlier accounts over- 
emphasized the primitive spirit. Bonaventure’s work is understood as an 
attempt to institutionalize the primitive spirit and to preserve the peace 
of the order in the face of conflicts over learning and poverty.®? Bona- 
venture himself, however, says that his purpose was merely to “gather 
together” the accounts of Francis’s virtues, actions, and words, either for- 
gotten or scattered like so many fragments. He says in the prologue that 
he visited the sites of the holy man’s birth, life, and death. The final 
product draws extensively on the biographies by Celano and Julian, but 
Bonaventure follows a different organization, and he interprets the life of 
Francis in the light of his own spiritual theology. 

There are 569 extant complete sermons listed in the Opera omnia of 
Bonaventure. The Quaracchi editors divide them into four categories: de 
tempore, de sanctis, de Beata Maria Virgine, and de diversis. One of the most 
important of these sermons is his “One Is Your Teacher, Christ” (Unus 
est magister vester, Christus) from 1253 or 1254.° 

Bonaventure has long been famous for his work in spiritual theology. 
A concern for spirituality marks the whole of his life’s work from his 
Commentary on the Sentences to his Collationes in hexaemeron. However, 
he has a number of works that focus on this area of theology: On the 
Threefold Way (De triplici via), Soliloquies (Soliliquium), the Tree of Life 
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(Lignum vitae), On the Five Feasts of the Child, Jesus (De quinque festivita- 
tibus pueri Jesu), Treatise on Preparation for Mass (Tractatus de praeparatione 
ad missam), On the Rule of the Soul (De regimine animae), On the Perfection 
of Life for Sisters (De perfectione vitae ad sorores), and On the Six Wings of 
the Seraphim (De sex alis seraphim). Among these, De triplici via is partic- 
ularly important, because it presents the spiritual life in three stages or 
ways: the purgative, the illuminative, and the unitive. These ways have 
become classic means of describing the dynamic of the Christian life of 
grace. 

The disputes within thirteenth-century Scholasticism first came to 
light thanks to the research in the 1880s of Franz Ehrle.® It eventually 
became customary to speak of various “schools” in the late medieval pe- 
riod, for example, the Thomist, the Franciscan, and the Scotist. Gilson 
contributed significantly to this tendency, because his work disclosed 
many of the differences among the Scholastics. However, some have crit- 
icized this discussion of schools for imposing greater self-consciousness and 
cohesion to thinkers who shared certain theses. At most, we should speak 
of certain theological or philosophical stances, rather than of schools. Yet, 
there remains a certain justification for labeling the thinkers who hold 
common theses as schools.” 


Influence 


Bonaventure exercised considerable influence both theologically and phil- 
osophically among thirteenth-century Franciscans, that is, until the com- 
ing of John Duns Scotus (ca. 1266-1308). The Franciscan school, prior 
to Scotus, bore the imprint of both Bonaventure and his teacher, Alex- 
ander of Hales. But after the career of Scotus, Bonaventure’s influence 
waned and was not to enjoy a revival until the sixteenth century, when 
another family of Franciscans, the Capuchins, adopted him as their prin- 
cipal doctor in both theological and philosophical issues. 

Bonaventure is usually described as being one of the most important 
Augustinians in the thirteenth century. While there is earlier evidence of 
Augustinianism in the work of William of Auvergne (ca. 1180-1249), 
Robert Grosseteste (ca. 1175-1253), and in the Summa fratris Alexandri, 
usually attributed to Alexander of Hales,”! the Augustinians of the second 
half of the thirteenth century drew much of their inspiration and doctrine 
from Bonaventure. Among his disciples were John Peckham (ca. 1225- 
1292), who became an influential archbishop of Canterbury; Walter of 
Bruges (d. 1307), regent master at Paris (probably 1267-1268); and Wal- 
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ter’s successor as regent master (1268-1269), Eustace of Arras (ca. 1255— 
1291). Among Peckham’s students was Matthew of Aquasparta (ca. 
1237-1302), whose distinguished career included such offices as minister 
general of the Franciscans, archbishop, cardinal, and close advisor to Pope 
Boniface VII. Matthew wrote extensively in defense of various Bona- 
venturian doctrines—in particular, divine illumination—and is usually 
regarded as Scholastic Augustinianism’s most vigorous defender. It has 
become common to speak of an “early Franciscan school,” in which Bon- 
aventure is the major figure and Augustine the predominant influence. In 
this way, this group of “disciples” is distinguished from the later or “new” 
Franciscan school, which owes more to Duns Scotus, who inspired a con- 
siderably different set of disciples.” 

In the fourteenth century, after Bonaventure’s influence began to wane, 
Alexander of Alexandria (d. 1314), who was also a minister general of 
the Franciscans, wrote a Summa quaestionum S. Bonaventurae. Interest in 
Bonaventure revived in the century between his canonization in 1482 
and his elevation as a doctor of the church in 1588. In 1593, a Capuchin, 
Pedro Trigoso de Calatayud, attempted a Summa theologica based on the 
seraphic doctor’s writings.” 

It is largely accurate to say that Bonaventure became the leading 
spokesman for the Augustinian tradition in the thirteenth century. Yet, 
the story is not so simple. Because his own relation to the thought of 
Aristotle is not simple, we have to avoid falling into an overly rigid di- 
vision of the factions into the Augustinians and the Aristotelians. 

Bonaventure took up the task of engaging Aristotle in the years im- 
mediately after 1250. He studied the philosopher’s thought extensively 
and made considerable use of Aristotle’s work in his own writings. He 
quotes Aristotle 1,015 times, from every one of the philosopher’s works 
except the Politics, which was not yet translated.”* Bonaventure quotes De 
anima the most often (138 times), followed closely by the Physics (136 
times). The Topics (134 times), Nicomachean Ethics (131), and Metaphysics 
(125) are next in order of frequency. He quotes from a work that was 
attributed to Aristotle, the Liber de Causis, forty-seven times. (Aquinas 
was the first to realize that this work is not Aristotle’s.) Bonaventure 
incorporated certain key Aristotelian doctrines into his own thought. For 
example, he combines a considerable amount of Aristotle’s cognitional 
theory with his own, such as a doctrine of the agent intellect and of 
abstraction. He repeats a number of times the Aristotelian position that 
knowledge begins in the senses. By adopting the Aristotelian position of 
abstraction, he affirms that cognition is a form of being.” 

So it is clear that Bonaventure does not merely repeat Augustinian 
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theses. A more adequate view of Bonaventure recognizes that he created 
his own synthesis. Scholasticism was long interpreted simply as the ap- 
propriation of Aristotelian philosophy by Christian thinkers; a more ad- 
equate interpretation takes account of the tremendous breadth of the 
Scholastic syntheses. 

Bonaventure’s synthesis remains, at a profound level, Augustinian. 
Bonaventure himself testifies to the high regard in which he held Au- 
gustine: 


No one has ever described the nature of time and matter in a better way 
than blessed Augustine in his Confessions. No one has ever explained the 
origin of forms and the manner of propagation of being so well as it may 
be found in his Commentary on Genesis. In like manner his treatise On the 
Trinity bears witness that no one has provided a better solution to the 
questions concerning the soul. Again, it is evident from his book On 
the City of God that no one has investigated with greater understanding the 
nature of the creation of the world. To condense it all in a few words, no 
question has been propounded by the masters whose solution may not be 
found in the works of this Doctor.” 


As this letter indicates and as this study will show, Gilson was right to 
regard Bonaventure’s synthesis as the full expression of medieval Augus- 
tinianism. It is in this regard that one can see him as the source of the 
Augustinianism of the 1270s.” 

Yet, an accurate reading of Bonaventure has to strike a balance: It has 
to take account of the pervasive influence of Aristotle in his thought, 
while at the same time recognizing the fundamentally Augustinian char- 
acter of his mind. 


Christian Wisdom 


he notion of wisdom (sapientia) is so central in the thought of Bon- 

aventure that its pursuit can safely be considered the whole purpose 
of his life and work. At the beginning of one of his most important works, 
he exhorts us to be “lovers of wisdom” (sapientiae amatores),! for apart 
from wisdom we can know neither the peace nor the happiness that alone 
satiate the human being. In this regard, Bonaventure’s quest for wisdom 
is always a striving for happiness, which he regards as man’s final end. 
Hence, there is an urgency and passionate intensity evident throughout 
his writings. The quest for wisdom originates here in this world through 
the use of reason, but it finds its most fruitful and direct way in the science 
of God’s own revelation, namely, theology. Theology is not a purely spec- 
ulative science; it is also an eminently practical science, concerned with 
issues of life-and-death importance to the soul. Bonaventure takes a mid- 
dle position on the question of whether theology is a speculative or prac- 
tical science—it is a sapiential habit.* Faith resides in the intellect, but 
its purpose is to move the affections. Contemplation and holiness are 
inseparable, but to make us good is theology’s principal aim. Theology is 
a whole way of life and its goal is nothing less than union with God. It 
decides everything, for it is the queen of the sciences. The quest for 
wisdom may lead through all the arts and sciences, but eventually, these 
multiform paths ought to lead the lover of wisdom on a journey back to 
God Himself, for wisdom is one with God. In fact, in the end, wisdom is 
the most proper name of God.’ 
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In order to understand this larger journey to wisdom, it is helpful to 
begin by examining some of the many different senses in which Bona- 
venture uses the term “wisdom” (sapientia). An examination of this con- 
cept reveals his understanding of both theology and philosophy, the re- 
lationship between these two disciplines, and finally the foundational 
unity of all knowledge.* 

First, it is important to be aware that Bonaventure uses the term “wis- 
dom” in both a subjective and objective sense, that is, he refers to a 
quality of mind in the human subject and also to an object of the mind 
that, upon sufficient familiarity, brings about the subjective quality. In the 
former sense, it is an intellectual virtue; in the latter, it closely refers to 
“science” or “doctrine” as a body of knowledge. 

In writing about the gifts of wisdom, understanding, and knowledge in 
his Commentary on the Sentences, Bonaventure carefully distinguishes dif- 
ferent uses of the term “wisdom” (sapientia). First, it can be used in a 
common sense (communiter) to refer to a general cognition of things; 
wisdom in this sense is the cognition of things divine and human, as 
Augustine would say. He quotes Aristotle’s Metaphysics to make much the 
same point, “The wise person is the one who knows all things in com- 
pliance with what is fitting.”® In this general sense, wisdom can be iden- 
tified with knowing philosophy. 

Second, Bonaventure uses this term in a less-ccommon sense (minus 
communiter) to refer to the cognition of the eternal things. In this sense, 
Bonaventure distinguishes wisdom from science, which is the cognition 
of created things; his use of the term here is very similar to Aristotle’s 
cognition of the highest causes (except that Bonaventure would include 
the divine ideas in his account of the highest causes). In this less-general 
sense, wisdom can be identified with knowing metaphysics, that is, the 
science of being as being, not as changing, or living, and so forth. 

Third, Bonaventure uses the term “wisdom” in a proper sense (proprie) 
to refer to the cognition of God according to piety, in other words, a 
cognition of God insofar as he is worshiped in faith, hope, and love.® In 
this proper sense, wisdom refers to true religion, that is, a life given to 
the love and worship of the Triune God, as Augustine calls “true religion” 
in his text of that name.’ 

Finally, Bonaventure uses “wisdom” in a stricter sense (magis stricte) to 
refer to the mind’s ecstatic union with God. In this sense, it refers to the 
cognition of God by experience (cognitionem Dei experimentalem); it is a 
mystical state that begins in cognition and ends in affection.’ Wisdom, 
in this strict sense, is not merely a distant goal for eternity, but is already 
the goal of human life on earth. Bonaventure thinks that peace accom- 
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panies this state, peace that belongs to the mind of the true contemplative 
who has been filled by the light of heavenly wisdom.’ It is a knowledge 
that comes about by tasting, that is, by experience. In a later text, Bon- 
aventure associates this wisdom with one of its principal effects, a peace 
born of an ecstatic going out of the self into a loving union with God. 
Hence, he can also call wisdom in this sense an excessus mentalis, and 
indeed, charity itself. The self is forgotten, and all curiosity and striving 
after knowledge are silenced; he therefore calls this wisdom a certain 
learned ignorance (quaedam ignorantia docta). He will also call this “the 
Christian wisdom” (sapientia christiana), for it is Christ who makes possible 
this ascent of the mind.'° 

In each of these different senses of “wisdom,” Bonaventure is speaking 
of a certain disposition or quality of the soul—what he, like other Scho- 
lastics, would technically call a habitus. This disposition leads the mind 
into certain patterns of thinking that serve to develop its inherent ca- 
pacities. In this regard, then, wisdom is one of the perfections of which 
the mind is capable. And because wisdom is not identical with the soul 
itself, but something acquired—either through our own efforts or as a 
divine gift—it is also an “accident” or property of the soul." 

This general outline of Bonaventure’s understanding of the term “wis- 
dom” closely parallels his detailed discussion of the meaning of wisdom 
found in his work, Collations on the Six Days of Creation (Collationes in 
hexaemeron). In the second conference, Bonaventure clearly treats wisdom 
as an object of learning; this “objective” wisdom is fourfold.!* First, there 
is “uniform wisdom” (sapientia uniformis), found in the eternal rules that are 
the basic principles of all knowledge by which we judge, whether about 
speculative matters or about practical ones. This wisdom is found through 
the use of reason, that is, of philosophy, specifically in logic and ethics. 

Second, there is “omniform wisdom” (sapientia omniformis), which 
comes from knowing the Creator through His creation. This wisdom is 
accessible to reason, but the philosophers often remain focused on the 
things themselves rather than rising to the one who made them. This 
wisdom is only accessible to those who are able to see the things of the 
world as signs and not merely as things. Bonaventure is drawing on a 
medieval notion that creation is a book, but he transforms this medieval 
opinion into a metaphysical theory. Bonaventure develops a semiotic 
metaphysics to explain how all things are intentional signs (signa data) 
from God: “He who does not allow himself to be illumined by the glory 
of created things is blind; he who does not awaken to their call is deaf; 
he who does not praise God for all his works is mute; he who does not 
discover the First Principle from all these signs is a fool.” 
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As with scripture, the danger is to see only the literal meaning and 
not the sign-value of things. “We do not find her [wisdom], just as the 
unlettered layman is not interested in the contents of the book that he 
holds in his hands. So it is with us. The language of the universe has 
become like Greek, Hebrew, or some barbarous language; it has become 
fundamentally unknown.”!4 

There is also a “multiform wisdom” (sapientia multiformis), which is 
found in the understanding of sacred scripture. Only the believer who 
can penetrate through the veiled meaning of scripture to its spiritual sense 
can gain this wisdom, which comes through revelation. Finally, there is 
“formless wisdom” (sapientia nulliformis); those who are contemplative find 
this wisdom in the interior knowledge of God. In explicating the nature 
of formless wisdom, Bonaventure draws on the apophatic teachings of 
Pseudo-Dionysius. He speaks of this wisdom as formless, because the mind 
is unable to grasp it in any concept or to express it in any proposition. 
In this way, it is beyond form; it is no-form. This wisdom is ineffable. 

This mention of formless wisdom brings us to the last, but by no means, 
least distinction that Bonaventure makes with regard to the meaning of 
wisdom, that is, the distinction between created and uncreated wisdom. 
Behind the whole universe there is uncreated wisdom; wisdom itself stands 
behind everything that is. The formless wisdom that the mystic glimpses 
is the uncreated wisdom.'> Bonaventure also identifies uncreated wisdom 
with the eternal divine Word and with truth.'° Hence, the search for 
wisdom and for truth leads through the multitude of paths in this world 
to the unity of the Word, which is wisdom and truth. 

If the whole purpose of Bonaventure’s life was the pursuit of wisdom, 
it can also be said that much of his vast corpus of writing was a defense 
of the mind’s ability to attain truth. And the truth that the mind can 
attain is ultimately one; all the multifarious paths of knowledge find their 
unity in the one truth. Given this view of the metaphysical unity of truth 
and wisdom, we must be careful in distinguishing between theology and 
philosophy. It is not just that these disciplines ultimately lead to the same 
object; it is that Christianity is the true philosophy, for it is the wisdom 
that draws man to his proper end and goal. 

Theology and philosophy are different ways of considering reality; 
hence, many things that they consider are the same. However, while phi- 
losophy examines them under the light of reason, theology examines 
things under the light of faith. The fundamental conviction for the whole 
Scholastic endeavor is that faith and reason cannot ultimately contradict 
each other, for the God who has revealed himself through the faith is the 
same God who created the world and human reason. The truth is one. 
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This view sets up a complex and highly nuanced relationship between 
faith and reason and between the disciplines of theology and philosophy. 
And yet, it is in these relationships that we find the distinguishing char- 
acteristics of Bonaventure’s thought, for the distinctive mark of Bonav- 
enturianism is what has been called “anti-Aristotelianism.” This anti- 
Aristotelianism, however, is really a rejection of a particular reading of 
Aristotle, such as was found among the contemporary Averrroists, in 
which reason is closed to revelation and philosophy is utterly independent 
of theology.!” 

Perhaps the best way to begin to understand this complex relationship 
is to see Bonaventure’s position as a moderate one within two extremes: 
on the one hand, it is a mean between a thorough rationalism, which 
would regard philosophy as the highest wisdom, and, on the other hand, 
a thorough fideism, which would forswear any use of philosophy at all. 
The former extreme became an increasingly grave threat during Bona- 
venture’s own lifetime with the rise of a radical or “Averroistic” Aristo- 
telianism, which maintained a strict separation between faith and reason 
and saw religion as the interpretation and mythic presentation of truth 
for the uneducated masses. Even though the threat of this rationalistic 
position increasingly occupied the thought of Bonaventure, we cannot 
understand his position unless we also see its moderation. The tendency 
has been to focus on him as an anti-Aristotelian (at least, of Averroist 
Aristotelianism); but it is important to recognize the role he gives to 
philosophy in attaining wisdom. The contemporary rationalism of the 
Averroists held that philosophy is the highest wisdom and the doctrines 
of religion are to be judged by reason. It is precisely this extreme ration- 
alism that Bonaventure regards as a profound error; in a series of works 
in the 1260s, he condemned it in no uncertain terms. In his eyes, the 
scholar’s task is not to sit in judgment on revelation or to prove or dis- 
prove it. Revelation is true because it is from God. The scholar’s task is 
to understand better what God has revealed by clarifying and penetrating 
the layers of its meaning. 

Although the identification of wisdom with Christianity may be most 
striking to the modern reader, more noteworthy in the context of medi- 
eval thought is Bonaventure’s clear affirmation that the intellect can at- 
tain wisdom through the exercise of reason. Bonaventure has delineated 
a path to wisdom that is not wholly identical with Christianity. This 
development is characteristic of Scholastic thought in general. As the 
eminent historian of medieval thought, Marie-Dominique Chenu, OP, has 
shown, the twelfth century attempted a distinction between philosophy 
and theology.!® The twelfth-century theologians “made room” for philos- 
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ophy. Bonaventure belongs in this Scholastic tradition. He argues that 
there is wisdom to be found in the use of reason: in philosophy in general, 
and in metaphysics in particular. 

A distinction, however, is not the same as a separation. To distinguish 
in order to ultimately unite is not an easy undertaking. And so, Bona- 
venture, like other Scholastics, attempts a difficult task: both to defend 
philosophy as a means to wisdom and also to subordinate it to theology. 
Philosophy, he argues, is a means to wisdom as long as it is subordinate 
to the control of revelation. In practice, this seems to have a twofold 
meaning, one negative, one positive: (a) the philosopher looks to the 
doctrines of the faith in order to avoid falling into error without actually 
basing an argument on a premise taken from revelation; and (b) the phi- 
losopher remains open to the positive impetus that the doctrines of the 
faith may provide to philosophical speculation, either on issues that the 
philosopher would not normally take up or on issues that otherwise may 
not be pursued with equal thoroughness. 

Bonaventure makes a clear distinction between the methods of phi- 
losophy and theology. We see this at work in his Commentary on the 
Sentences, where he consistently states whether a particular argument is 
from reason or not. Theology takes its data from revelation and proceeds 
from God to His effects; philosophy takes its start from effects and pro- 
ceeds to the first cause. As Bonaventure quotes Augustine at the begin- 
ning of the Breviloquium, “What we believe, we owe to authority; what 
we understand, to reason.”!® 

Bonaventure argues that theology gains from the use of reason and 
philosophy. Indeed, reason provides a threefold benefit to the faith: it 
confounds the adversaries of the faith; it encourages those weak in faith, 
and it delights those perfect in faith.2° At other points, however, Bona- 
venture seems to regard reason not merely as a beneficial partner to the- 
ology, but as an essential companion, without which theology could not 
carry out its task. 

While Bonaventure affirms the value of philosophy as a path to wis- 
dom, he also stresses that any attempt to work out a philosophy indepen- 
dent of the faith is necessarily doomed to fall into errors: “It is necessary 
that a philosopher fall into some error unless he is helped by the ray of 
faith.””! If philosophy is made formally distinct from faith, it becomes a 
hodgepodge of truths mingled with errors—a jumble rather than an or- 
ganized whole because it lacks the center of the created order, and it is 
mingled with errors because it lacks the light of faith.”? It is faith that 
keeps philosophy from error. Philosophy cannot reach its own goal with- 
out the aid of a higher science. 
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Bonaventure argues that we see human reason’s (and hence philoso- 
phy’s) proclivity to error in the work of Plato and Aristotle. Plato was 
focused on the eternal reasons to the exclusion of natural science; Aris- 
totle was focused on the things of the world to the exclusion of the eternal 
reasons. Only Augustine, with the light of faith, achieved a comprehen- 
sive wisdom: He posited the forms as ideas in the divine mind and yet 
maintained that the things of the world were real.” 

It is important to note that Bonaventure does not deny that philosophy 
can attain truth without faith; rather, he says that the truths discovered 
by such an autonomous philosophy will be mixed with errors.** It is im- 
portant then to make a clear distinction between an autonomous philos- 
ophy and a heteronomous one; the latter looks to theology to restrain it 
from falling into positive error. Bonaventure regards philosophy as capable 
of achieving certitude using its own proper methods. 

Reason, however, also receives a positive contribution from the faith, 
which is essential for philosophy to be brought to completion. Faith allows 
one to understand what might not otherwise be understood. According 
to Bonaventure, the faith is an intrinsic principle to the philosopher that 
guides him to greater and greater understanding—it is not a merely ex- 
trinsic norm that prevents the philosopher from falling into error. 

Of course, it must be conceded that the reader finds Bonaventure’s 
philosophical views embedded within his theological work. Yet, it is pos- 
sible to extract his philosophical views from this context without falsifying 
them because he consistently distinguishes between arguments based on 
the authority of the faith (de fide) and those based on reason (de ratione). 
His philosophical views do not rely on divine revelation, even though 
they are subject to the negative control of revelation and have benefited 
from the influence of theological truths. 

The delicate balance between philosophy and theology that Bonaven- 
ture attempted to maintain is best portrayed in his short treatise now 
called On the Reduction of the Arts to Theology (De reductione artium ad 
theologiam). This text is among his most important; the “reduction” to 
which it refers is a “leading back” of all the arts and sciences to theology, 
and of all cognition to God. All knowledge leads up to the study of sacred 
scripture, the study of God’s own revelation. The multiform wisdom of 
God is found above all in sacred scripture, but because wisdom “lies hid- 
den in all knowledge and in all nature,” all the disciplines can lead us to 
God.?> Granted, the height of wisdom is found in Christ; nevertheless, 
Christ, as the wisdom of God, is found hidden in all creation. In this 
sense, creation too is revelation. Bonaventure thus provides an entire 
Christian paideia or curriculum. In this regard, it is helpful to see this text 
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as belonging to the tradition of education set out by Augustine in De 
doctrina christiana. It is seminal in the history of education, because it 
justifies the study of disciplines other than scripture and theology. Bona- 
venture’s De reductione stands squarely within this tradition, while yet 
modifying it. 

Philosophy plays a crucial role in this paideia. It is the height of natural 
wisdom and understanding; it investigates the threefold truth (triplex ver- 
itas): the truth of speech, the truth of being, and the truth of morals; it 
is the seventh of the liberal arts, and the others find their summit in it. 
Philosophy involves an ascent from being, and its principles, to God; but 
it leads up to a further ascent made possible by God’s own revelation. 
Philosophy is thus an ancillary discipline to theology. All knowledge, the 
arts, reflect the font of intelligibility, and therefore the reduction of which 
Bonaventure speaks is ultimately an ascent of the mind to God in the 
order of knowledge. De reductione is thus a companion piece to the Iti- 
nerarium, which is the ascent of the mind to God in the order of being. 
Bonaventure seeks an ultimate ground for all human knowledge and ac- 
tion. All human knowledge and art is grounded in the exemplary ideas 
of the Word of God. Bonaventure’s De reductione appears as a reassertion 
of the Augustinian educational settlement in the midst of a secularizing 
tendency among certain types of Aristotelianism. 

In his work On the Reduction of the Arts to Theology, Bonaventure at- 
tempts to show how all knowledge and all the arts lead man up to the- 
ology. Specifically, he thinks that all knowledge is a form of enlighten- 
ment and that all light flows from the fontal source of light, God. He 
speaks of the four lights of the arts and sciences: an exterior, an inferior, 
an interior, and a superior light. This parallels the Augustinian method 
of ascent to God found in the Confessions, in which Augustine speaks of 
returning to himself and then entering into his inward self in order to 
behold the inner light. Bonaventure considers four lights that are ulti- 
mately united in the one light: This fourfold light constitutes the illu- 
mination of all human knowledge. 

The first of the lights he examines is the exterior light. This is the 
light of the mechanical arts, which are concerned with external things 
and with those things intended to supply the needs of the body. This 
exterior light is divided into the seven mechanical arts: weaving, armor 
making, agriculture, hunting, navigation, medicine, and drama (theatrica). 
Bonaventure takes this enumeration of the mechanical arts from Hugh of 
St. Victor. Six of these are useful because they bring comfort and banish 
need; one is enjoyable, because it brings consolation and banishes sor- 
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row—this is dramatics, which Bonaventure perceives as embracing every 
form of entertainment. 

The second light that Bonaventure treats is the inferior light, which 
is of sense perception. It illumines with respect to natural forms. This 
light has five divisions corresponding to the five senses. 

Next, Bonaventure treats an interior light, the light of philosophical 
knowledge. It illumines with respect to intelligible truth. It has three 
divisions: rational, natural, and moral. The light of natural philosophy 
concerns the truth of things, and it enlightens the mind to discern the 
causes of being. It is further divided into metaphysics, physics, and math- 
ematics. Finally, Bonaventure discusses the superior light, which is the 
light of grace and of sacred scripture. It illumines with respect to the 
saving truth. 

Bonaventure presents a threefold division of philosophy into rational, 
natural, and moral that ultimately goes back to the Stoics,** but he is 
obviously not endorsing the materialism implicit in the Stoic division of 
the sciences. Nevertheless, this division might seem to eliminate meta- 
physics as a separate science since it makes it a branch of natural philos- 
ophy. However, on closer inspection, it is obvious that Bonaventure has 
not eliminated metaphysics; on the contrary, he is clearly giving it a high 
place in the order of knowledge. Indeed, it is the height of human science; 
it is concerned with things under a particular aspect, namely, insofar as 
they exist or are “beings” that are caused. By placing metaphysics within 
the order of natural philosophy, he does not give it the sort of autonomy 
that certain readings of Aristotle might, such as that of the Greek com- 
mentators or Averroes. He is rejecting the view that some drew from their 
reading of Aristotle that would make metaphysics the science of God. If 
its proper object were God, it would follow that metaphysics is the science 
of God. Even to make its proper object separate substance (rather than 
common being) is to move in this direction. In this view, metaphysics 
becomes an autonomous rational theology. Such a division of the sciences, 
Bonaventure seems to suggest, leads to a rationalism in which all knowl- 
edge depends on reason, including knowledge of the divine. 

In general, the Scholastics, including Bonaventure, would not deny 
the vital importance of metaphysics, that is, of a science that investigates 
the ultimate cause of being, namely, God, insofar as He can be known by 
reason. Indeed, it is a distinguishing mark of Scholasticism that it sees 
the great value such a science can be to theology and the faith in general. 
But Scholasticism is playing with dynamite here, and Bonaventure is 
keenly aware of the explosive force of this issue. The volatile problem 


32 THE LOVE OF WISDOM 


with metaphysics is found in its tendency to “take over” and to become 
independent. In other words, it becomes difficult to synthesize a super- 
natural revelation and a theology derived from such revelation with an 
autonomous science. An autonomous philosophy or, more precisely, meta- 
physics, tends to render supernatural theology one of three things within 
the field of human knowledge: either (1) an addendum, (2) a mythic and 
popular presentation of philosophy (Averroes), or (3) an impossibility 
(Hegel). In the second and third of these possibilities, metaphysics is not 
only autonomous; it is the sole, authentic science of God. In other words, 
in Bonaventure’s eyes, philosophy’s death lies in becoming a closed sys- 
tem, no longer in need of nor open to a higher science. “Not until the 
eighteenth century could one suggest with impunity, though not without 
some hostile reaction, that unhindered reason was the only appropriate 
means of investigating all phenomena, including revealed religion.”?” 

Bonaventure thus carefully outlines a hierarchy of knowledge in which 
theology is the queen of the sciences. Theology must rule the university 
or else it will become, at best, one science among many. If Bonaventure 
makes clear that theology is the queen of the sciences, he is also defending 
philosophy as the handmaiden. The “handmaiden approach” (as Edward 
Grant terms it) to relating philosophy and theology goes back to Philo 
Judaeus (30 B.c.—50 A.D.) and was absorbed into Christianity by Clement 
of Alexandria (150-215).’° Philosophy has a rightful and essential place 
as the organizing discipline that serves as the link between the lower 
sciences and the higher science of theology. Philosophy discloses what 
Bonaventure would call the “Metaphysical Center,” Christ the divine 
Word.” All knowledge must be “reduced” to the one truth of Christ. 
Indeed, there can be no truth apart from Christ, the Metaphysical Center. 

A book that sets out to discuss the philosophy of Bonaventure needs 
to include some consideration of the long-term dispute about the very 
existence of any such philosophy that has taken place in the twentieth 
century between two prominent scholars in the field of medieval 
thought—Etienne Gilson and Ferdinand van Steenberghen. 

As already mentioned, Gilson argued consistently that there was au- 
thentic philosophical thought to be found in the Middle Ages, but that 
its approach during that time was distinctive, because it was in the con- 
text of Christian faith. He called this “Christian philosophy,” a term he 
borrowed from Leo XIII’s encyclical, Aeterni Patris (1879). According to 
Gilson, the Christian philosopher does not prescind from faith, even 
though he uses a method different from that of the theologian. The the- 
ologian proceeds from the authority of revelation; the philosopher pro- 
ceeds from reason, while still using the data of revelation. The philosopher 
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philosophizes in the light of faith, and this light makes a positive contri- 
bution to his philosophizing even though he does not formally appeal to 
the doctrines of the faith in his arguments. 

Gilson found a particularly clear example of Christian philosophy in 
the thought of Bonaventure. The very title of his book, The Christian 
Philosophy of Saint Bonaventure, suggests his contentious thesis, namely, 
that Bonaventure’s synthesis is truly philosophical. Gilson saw in Bona- 
venture’s thought a distinctly Christian philosophy, that is, “every phi- 
losophy which, although keeping the two orders formally distinct, nev- 
ertheless considers the Christian revelation as an indispensable auxiliary 
to reason.”*° Indeed, Gilson presents it as one of the great syntheses of 
Christian thought and the most “medieval” one at that.?! 

Gilson argues, however, that the thirteenth century provides us with 
two different understandings of Christian philosophy, and Bonaventure 
and Aquinas typify these two approaches. In Aquinas’s thought, philos- 
ophy has a certain relative autonomy. While it has its own proper meth- 
ods, it accepts the extrinsic control of the faith. As a result, philosophy 
is formally distinct from theology. In Bonaventure, however, philosophy 
is heteronomous (especially because it cannot avoid error without theol- 
ogy) and is strengthened by the intrinsic influence of the faith. On this 
point, we confront a striking difference between Bonaventure and his 
fellow Scholastics. 

Van Steenberghen disagreed vigorously with Gilson about the exis- 
tence of a philosophy of Bonaventure and maintained that Bonaventure’s 
real contributions are theological. He is, at best, an eclectic philosopher, 
whose synthesis holds together only on theological positions.” “The unity 
of his thought is certainly not a philosophical unity—on this most im- 
portant point both M. Gilson and Fr. Mandonnet are in complete agree- 
ment.”*} In this way, he cannot be said to have developed a truly philo- 
sophical synthesis. Gilson was wrong to present “a mutilated exposition 
of his theology” as his “philosophy” (mutilated because it ignores the 
exclusively theological elements).*4 

Van Steenberghen makes a distinction between philosophy as Welt- 
anschauung (worldview) and scientific philosophy. In the former sense, 
philosophy refers to the general worldview of any society or culture. “For 
the Christian, philosophy, understood as Weltanschauung, is necessarily 
subject to the authority of faith, or, to be more exact, to the authority of 
divine revelation....This Christian wisdom positively excludes any 
purely human wisdom which might claim to be the supreme standard for 
thought and action.” Scientific philosophy (or philosophy as a scientific 
discipline) begins from evident principles, is assisted by a critically defined 
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method, and draws up a systematic interpretation of the order of the 
universe.** Scientific philosophy had a place with theology and the sci- 
ences in a complete organization of the intellectual life. 

With this definition of philosophy, Van Steenberghen examined the 
history of Christian thought and concluded that the theological synthesis 
of St. Augustine did not differentiate philosophy in a scientific way from 
Christian wisdom. For Augustine, Christianity is the true wisdom, and 
the true philosophy is a love of this wisdom. 

Van Steenberghen argues that philosophy, as a general worldview, was 
Christian and Augustinian in the Middle Ages. For example, in the 
twelfth century, from the perspective of scientific philosophy, there was 
no philosophical Augustinianism for the simple reason that there were no 
philosophical systems at all. Even though there was considerable interest 
in dialectics, the twelfth century’s knowledge of philosophical problems 
was fragmentary and its forays into philosophical issues outside of dialec- 
tics were eclectic and unsystematic.*’ In the first half of the thirteenth 
century, all the theologians were primarily influenced by the increasing 
number of texts from Aristotle. As a result, members of the theology 
faculty developed various forms of an eclectic Aristotelianism, or what 
one might call a Neoplatonizing Aristotelianism. But these developments 
were always in the context of a theological framework; as a result, they 
remained fundamentally Augustinian in spirit. The Augustinianism of the 
faculty was theological in character. They often paid scant attention to 
the formal distinction between philosophy and theology, and, as a result, 
frequently subordinated the former to the latter. Philosophy was merely 
an instrument serving the speculative method of theology. Their philos- 
ophy then remained eclectic; its unity was based on principles drawn from 
theological sources. “So the historians who oppose the trend introduced 
by St. Albert and St. Thomas to the ‘traditional Augustinian’ trend do 
not realize that the philosophical-theological movement prior to 1250 is 
neither traditional nor essentially Augustinian. ... In short, what is com- 
monly called pre-Thomist Augustinianism is the teaching of the Faculty 
of Theology, in the state at which it had arrived about 1230 under the 
influence of philosophy.”?* 

Van Steenberghen asks whether Bonaventure’s Sentences contains a 
philosophy.*® He answers unambiguously that it is strictly a theological 
synthesis, because Bonaventure did not sufficiently think out philosoph- 
ical problems for their own sakes. “The unity of his thought is certainly 
not a philosophical unity.”4° Van Steenberghen maintains that Bonaven- 
ture’s “heteronomous philosophy” is theological speculation; that he is an 
Augustinian solely in theology; and that in philosophy, he is an eclectic 
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Aristotelian. “In short, St. Bonaventure’s philosophy is an eclectic Aris- 
totelianism with neo-Platonic tendencies, put at the service of an Au- 
gustinian theology.”*! 

Gilson responds to Van Steenberghen that Bonaventure’s thought does 
have a philosophical unity, but it is found in Christ—understood here as 
the Word, the perfect, interior expressive likeness of God. Gilson argues 
that according to Bonaventure, the true metaphysician must rise to the 
likeness of all creation, who is its medium and through whom all things 
have been made. Christ is the center of all the sciences (medium omnium 
scientiarum).* All creatures proclaim the existence of God, because they 
reflect the one through whom all things were made. Gilson summarizes 
this point very well: “Thus, for him [Bonaventure], the philosophy of St. 
Albert and St. Thomas was of necessity in error because, while it situated 
Christ in the center of theology, it did not situate Him in the center of 
philosophy.”* 

It is the contention of this book that Bonaventure’s thought presents 
us with genuine philosophy, whose content and spirit can be studied with- 
out entering formally into theology, in part, because he carefully distin- 
guishes between arguments from reason and those from authority. This is 
not to say that Bonaventure would accept the rationalist thesis that the 
doctrines of the faith should be judged by reason. But according to Bon- 
aventure, philosophy finds its completion in recognizing the likeness ac- 
cording to which creation has been made: the Verbum spoken from all 
eternity in the mind of God—Wisdom. According to Bonaventure, Wis- 
dom is a person who calls us and beckons us to a journey of the mind to 
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Fe those of us who live after the rise of modern science, it is difficult 
to understand that it is possible to become so focused on theological 
issues and the quest for the divine that the natural order falls out of 
intellectual investigation. Augustine’s heartfelt prayer in his Soliloquies 
reflects this mind-set: “I desire to know God and the soul.”! Augustine 
does not regard nature as unworthy in itself of being known, but diligent 
investigation of it seems somewhat idle, if not pernicious, compared with 
the exploration of the nature of an infinite and eternal God. Many ec- 
clesiastical writers issued warnings against the dangers of idle curiosity, 
which they considered dangerous to the soul. Life is short; it is better to 
know a little about the most important and eternal things than a lot 
about the insignificant (at least by comparison) and ephemeral. This “for- 
getfulness of nature” seems to be exactly what happened until sometime 
in the twelfth century, when, in its course, certain questions came into 
focus and inspired an extraordinary degree of speculation about the chang- 
ing world of the heavens and the earth, that is, “mobile being.” In short, 
the twelfth century “discovered” nature. It is in the wake of this discovery 
that, in the 1250s, Bonaventure developed his view of the created world 
while commenting on the interpretation of the Genesis account of cre- 
ation found in the church fathers, as these had been anthologized in Peter 
the Lombard’s Sentences.’ 

The twelfth century’s discovery was in no small part prompted by the 
one available text that seemed to shed some light on the most pressing 
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questions of intellectuals about nature: Plato’s sole work on natural phi- 
losophy, the Timaeus. This text possessed great appeal for Christian think- 
ers, especially because it presents the whole of reality as a cosmos, that 
is, a well-ordered coherent whole. But even more than this, Plato seems 
to have come to the view that this cosmos was formed by a divine crafts- 
man who has made it in his likeness: “Then, God, having decided to form 
the world in the closest possible likeness of the most beautiful of intelli- 
gible being and to a Being perfect in all things, made it into a living 
being, one visible and having within itself all living being of like nature 
with itself.” It is not surprising then, that Plato’s Timaeus helped spark a 
renewed curiosity about the cosmos and the natural world.* 

While Plato’s interest in the natural world was heavily confined to one 
text, his student, Aristotle, wrote a veritable library on the subject, during 
the course of his lifelong investigations. Aristotle had been absolutely 
fascinated with nature and had spent a great deal of his life observing it 
and trying to understand it. He was interested in it all: the basic elements, 
plant and animal life, the rational animal, the heavens, the overarching 
order of the whole, and its first movers. He wanted to understand every- 
thing that is, in other words, being itself, from its most general charac- 
teristics to its most fundamental cause. 

In the light of the twelfth century’s renewed interest in questions of 
natural philosophy, it is not surprising that the educated took up the study 
of Aristotle’s texts on natural philosophy (especially his main one, The 
Physics) with vigor and alacrity. Few writers could seemingly have offered 
them more help than Aristotle; it is with good reason that some have 
called him “the father of Western science,” for it is in his Physics that we 
find formulated for the first time the ideal of a scientific study of nature.’ 

It was not until 1234 that all of Aristotle’s works were finally opened 
for study by the faculty at Paris. Nine years later (1243), the man who 
was to do so much to make Aristotle acceptable in Latin circles arrived 
in Paris—Albert the Great (ca. 1206-1280). Albert eventually wrote a 
commentary on the Physics, as did his most famous pupil, Thomas Aqui- 
nas, who followed Albert in his endeavor to understand and present Ar- 
istotle’s teachings to the Latin-speaking world. 

This medieval acceptance of Aristotle was to have far-reaching con- 
sequences. As one scholar has recently put it, “Medieval Latin scholars 
eagerly embraced Aristotle’s methodology and his approach to the phys- 
ical world, while adding important ideas about the cosmos from Christian 
faith and theology. The conscious and systematic application of logic and 
reason to the natural world was the first major phase in the process that 
would eventually embrace modern science.” The medieval Scholastics 
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were to find in reason not only a handmaiden for theology, but also “the 
essential tool for explaining the operation of the entire physical cosmos.”” 
Aristotle seemed the apotheosis of reason. 

However, the arrival of Aristotle was not without difficulties and con- 
troversies. One scholar, David of Dinant (b. ca. 1200), for example, got 
himself into trouble because, in commenting on Physics, he identifies God 
with prime matter. This doctrine, along with some of those advanced by 
another thinker, Amaury of Bene (d. ca. 1204-1207), aroused suspicion 
and concern. Therefore, in August 1215, the papal legate, Robert of Cour- 
con, prohibited the teaching of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Physics, and all 
books on natural science. In this prohibition, he included the teaching 
of the works of Amaury and David. This prohibition, issued under penalty 
of excommunication, was promulgated in the name of Pope Innocent III 
with the approval of the statutes of the University of Paris.§ Sixteen years 
later, in a letter of April 13, 1231, Pope Gregory IV felt called upon to 
remind the faculty and students of Paris that the prior prohibition against 
Aristotle, and especially against the Physics, remained in force until the 
work could be submitted to editing and freed from error. On April 23 of 
that year, he appointed a commission to begin the task of preparing this 
edited Aristotle for teaching. 

Unlike his Dominican contemporaries, Albertus Magnus and Thomas 
Aquinas, Bonaventure never wrote a commentary on Aristotle’s Physics 
(or, for that matter, on any of Aristotle’s other texts). Nevertheless, we 
can find clear evidence that Bonaventure carefully studied the Physics, 
specifically in the section of his Commentary on the Sentences of Peter 
Lombard in which he comments on the six days of creation. This treatise, 
within Lombard’s text, provided aspiring masters of theology with an oc- 
casion to give their views of creation and the natural world. Bonaventure 
comes to see the discipline of physics much as Aristotle did: a theoretical 
science concemed with the investigation of the principles or causes of 
the natural, changing world, that is, “mobile being.” Its field of investi- 
gation is the whole material world; in modern parlance, it is a metaphysics 
of nature. But Aristotle separated physics from metaphysics, because the 
latter is more properly concerned with the supersensible.!° 

We find Bonaventure’s view of the whole cosmos in his discussion of 
creation in the second book of his Commentary on the Sentences. In his 
discussion of the cosmos Bonaventure draws on a wide range of sources 
but with a singularity of purpose: trying to reconcile “the natural philos- 
ophers,” above all Aristotle, with scripture and Augustine. His discussion 
constitutes a sort of a cosmic tour that would be familiar to his mid- 
thirteenth century contemporaries, who had been reading their Aris- 
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totle."! This cosmos consists of two main realms: the celestial or heavenly 
and the elemental, which is sublunar, since it is below the lowest planet, 
namely the moon. The earth is at the center of the cosmos. The celestial 
realm is made up of three heavens or spheres: the empyrean heaven, the 
crystalline heaven and the firmament of heaven. The empyrean heaven, 
Bonaventure thinks, is of one form, immobile, i.e., without motion, and 
made up of pure light.!? The crystalline heaven is where we find the first 
motion. The firmament is the orb of fixed stars.'* Below the firmament 
are the planetary orbs or spheres (of which he thinks there are seven). 
Like other medievals, Bonaventure thinks that the stars of the firmament 
and the planets are incorruptible because they are made up a fifth element 
that is subject to the motion of change of place but not decay. Below the 
planets, in the sublunar world, we find the four elements: fire, air, water, 
and earth.!° All the corporeal bodies of the sublunar world are made up 
of various combinations of these fundamental elements. 

Bonaventure’s account of the natural order unmistakably reflects the 
influence of Aristotle and the medieval commentators who came with 
him, but the principal guide for his views of these matters is Augustine. 
Bonaventure picks up and develops certain theories of the physical world 
that Augustine left inchoate. Indeed, he tells us that no one has ever 
described the nature of matter and time better than Augustine in his 
Confessions.'° Bonaventure retains these theories from late antiquity— 
specifically, from Neoplatonic and Stoic sources—but develops them in 
conversation with the natural philosophy of Aristotle and his commen- 
tators. 

Bonaventure became one of the most prominent critics of Aristotle in 
the 1260s. There are three opinions of Aristotle, all concerned with nat- 
ural philosophy, that became the focus of Bonaventure’s critique. 

The first of these opinions and one of the most important and hotly 
debated issues that arose after the introduction of Aristotle’s Physics was 
the eternity of the world. Aristotle clearly held that the universe had no 
beginning and no end—it always has been and always will be. Bonaven- 
ture argued adamantly that such an “eternal” universe is impossible. Al- 
though it is not clear that he regards his arguments as demonstrative in 
the strict sense of this term, he argues that the eternity of the world is 
impossible.’ He states that creation is concomitant with time, and that 
God could not have created from eternity, for the two notions are mu- 
tually exclusive. Creation necessarily involves time. To prove that eternal 
motion or time without a beginning is impossible is to prove that the 
world is created. 

Bonaventure has six main arguments against the eternity of the 
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world.'§ Most concern the notion of infinity, and specifically the notion 
of infinite duration. The first is that it is impossible to add to the infinite. 
For example, if the world were eternal, there would already have been an 
infinite number of revolutions of the sun, and yet every day another is 
added. But it is not possible to add to the infinite; therefore, the world 
could not have existed from eternity.!? Secondly, it is impossible to trav- 
erse an infinite series. If time were eternal, the world could never have 
arrived at the present day.’? Thirdly, it is impossible to order infinite 
things. The very notion of an ordered series requires a first term or be- 
ginning. If the revolutions of the heavens were infinite, there would be 
no order, that is, there would be no one revolution before the others. But 
this is clearly false.”! Fourthly, a finite power cannot comprehend infinite 
things. If the world did not have a beginning in time, a finite power must 
have comprehended infinite things. This view clearly relies on two un- 
derlying assumptions (both of which would obviously be very controver- 
sial): one, that only God has infinite power, and two, that the motion of 
the heavens has never been without a created spiritual substance that 
either caused the motion or knew it.2? Another argument is that it is 
impossible for there to be in existence at the same time an infinity of 
concrete objects. If the world existed eternally, there would now be in 
existence an infinity of rational souls, but this is not possible.” The al- 
ternative in an eternal world to the infinity of souls would be that the 
soul is corruptible, that souls are transmitted from body to body, or that 
there is only one single intellect in all rational beings, all of which are 
unacceptable in Bonaventure’s eyes.” Finally, the beginning of the world 
in time is clear from the very definition of creation: Creation is to have 
being after not being.”* In short, the eternity of the world involves an 
inherent contradiction. 

To Aristotle, one of the most striking characteristics of nature is that 
it constantly changes. His Physics is an investigation of “being” insofar as 
it changes. In other words, Aristotle sets himself the task of explaining 
how being (that which is) can change (become that which it was not). 
Aristotle inherited this problem from his pre-Socratic predecessors in the 
philosophical endeavor, Heraclitus (ca. 540-480 B.c.) and Parmenides 
(early to mid-fifth century B.c.). 

Heraclitus teaches that all things are changing. He is famous for his 
claim that one can never step into the same river twice.?° In such a view 
of reality, it is hard to claim that one possesses any knowledge, since any 
thing at any particular moment is becoming other than it was at any prior 
moment. When one goes to name a thing, whatever the “thing” is has 
already become something else, even if only in a particular way. At the 
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other extreme, Parmenides seems to have denied the very existence or 
possibility of change. Being is; not being cannot be, for nothing comes 
from nothing. But the Parmenidean position seems utterly contrary to our 
experience of a world so thoroughly characterized by change. 

Aristotle’s solution to this problem was to hold that there are three 
principles involved in change: form (that which changes), matter (that 
which receives changes), and privation. When a substance undergoes a 
change, such that it ceases to be what it was, it is called a “substantial 
change.” When a substance undergoes a change less drastic, for example, 
in quantity or in one of its qualities, it is called an “accidental change” 
(since what changes is not substance, but one of a substance’s “acci- 
dents”). 

In other words, change does not involve being coming from sheer 
nonbeing, but being coming from being-in-potency. Thus, change is a 
movement from being-in-potency to being-in-act. There is no movement 
from nonbeing to being, for the fundamental reason that nothing comes 
from nothing. 

In discussing Bonaventure’s philosophy of nature, it is important to 
examine his own discussion of the problem of change; otherwise, we might 
fail to see the centrality of this problem in his own thought. It is precisely 
this problem that leads Bonaventure to develop his own idiosyncratic 
version of Aristotle’s theory about change. 

Bonaventure accepts in fundamental ways Aristotle’s solution to the 
problem of change. Hence, Bonaventure holds the position that all things 
that change (mobile beings) are composed of two fundamental principles: 
first, one that makes each thing be what it is (a form); and second, that 
out of which it is made (matter). Hence, all finite things are composites 
of form and matter. This doctrine is referred to as “hylomorphism,” from 
the Greek terms hyle (matter) and morphe (form). Bonaventure takes over 
many of the basic aspects of this doctrine from Aristotle, who is the 
originator of this thesis that form is immanent in things and enters into 
composition with matter. The conception of matter, however, involved 
in this version of hylomorphism, requires careful consideration, especially 
in bringing to light what aspects of Aristotle’s theory have been modified. 

First, matter is the principle of continuity in change; form is the prin- 
ciple that is transposed in any change, since change is precisely either the 
loss or acquisition of substantial form or the alteration of accidental form. 
All changing beings thus require matter as the underlying principle of 
continuity that undergoes change. Another way of stating this point is to 
say that matter is the intrinsic principle that permits a substance to be 
the subject of changes. All mutable substances are then necessarily ma- 
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terial. This is why Bonaventure does not limit matter to the corporeal. 
Matter, according to Bonaventure, is not coextensive with the corporeal. 
Even the spiritual beings, commonly referred to as “angels,” are composites 
of form and matter. This variation on the Aristotelian doctrine is usually 
referred to as “universal hylomorphism.” 

In this conception, matter is considered the principle of receptivity, 
since form is act, and that which is other than pure form must include 
some such principle, which is at one and the same time a principle of 
alterity. Matter is that principle in things that makes possible the recep- 
tion of form. Indeed, matter is the sheer capacity for the reception of 
form, much as a mirror has a capacity for receiving images, a favorite 
Bonaventurean analogy. This receptivity is really the distinguishing mark 
of matter. Act can only actuate that which can be actuated, but that 
which is actuated cannot be identical with that which actuates. Since 
form is act, matter must be the principle of potentiality that receives act. 

Furthermore, matter is the principle of stability; it is that out of which 
things come to be in any way at all and without which they could not 
be in any way at all. For anything without matter is either pure act or 
absolute nonbeing. Hence, anything that is and that is other than God 
must be a composition of matter and form. Matter, in other words, is that 
which sustains form as act above sheer nonbeing. It is the principle that 
renders a substance capable of being a subject of existence. 

Given this conception of matter, it should not be surprising that in 
his treatise on angels in his Commentary on the Sentences, Bonaventure 
treats the nature of matter at some length. Matter is knowable in two 
ways, either by privation or by analogy. In the first way, matter is consid- 
ered stripped of every form to such a degree that its uncovered essence is 
seen and considered in itself. The way of privation consists in negating 
every form inhering in material things and yields, in the end, a view of 
matter as an “intelligible darkness” (tenebra intelligibilis).2” When matter is 
considered by analogy, one considers the similarity of matter’s disposition 
to form, as potency’s disposition to act. Matter’s relation to form is anal- 
ogous to that of potency’s relation to act. 

Matter can also be considered either by metaphysics or by natural phi- 
losophy. Metaphysics considers matter insofar as it is a principle for being; 
natural philosophy considers matter insofar as it is a principle of motion, 
necessary for explaining change, whether it takes place among the cor- 
poreal substances here on earth or within the celestial bodies of the 
spheres or the angels in heaven. Hence, it is a principle of all created 
being, not just corporeal being. Although the spiritual creatures known 
as angels cannot undergo substantial change, they still undergo accidental 
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changes and hence must possess matter. The metaphysical consideration 
of matter is important, because it yields an understanding of how a prin- 
ciple of stability is needed for any existing thing. Bonaventure says on a 
number of occasions that matter provides this stability, while form confers 
the actual act of being on a created substance.’ 

It is thus possible to speak about matter in two ways: (1) as it exists 
in nature, and (2) as it can be considered by the mind.?? Matter, as it 
exists in nature, only exists in time and place, and is either at rest or in 
motion. Matter as existing is always united to form; it is always encoun- 
tered in some thing. As matter is considered by the mind, however, it is 
unformed. When it is considered in this way, it is seen to be the sheer 
capacity for form. This unformed matter can never exist in this state in 
space or time; hence, it could not be created unformed.*° It would not be 
any thing. Thus, care must be taken when interpreting Bonaventure on 
matter; one must know whether he is speaking about matter in its own 
nature (secundum suam essentiam) or as it is actually present in the things 
of nature (secundum esse). As Bonaventure puts it very succinctly: “Matter 
is able to be considered by the soul according to its own essence and as 
wholly unformed; but according to being it is not able to exist without 
any form nor was it created unformed.”?! 

In its essence, matter is one and so serves as the undifferentiated fun- 
damentum for existing things. In this view, it is the principle of existence 
and the foundation of being for every creature. All created things partic- 
ipate in matter since it is the essential possibility of existing for every 
form. The essence of matter is identical in all substances, and its being is 
conferred and differentiated by its form. Matter is one, even under the 
being of different forms, whether spiritual or corporeal. This gives them 
a common participation in existing. Things have the stability of existing 
from matter, since it confers a foundation for the substantial form, but it 
is the substantial form that confers being. For example, the spiritual mat- 
ter in the human soul has being from its form, which gives an act of being 
to the soul, and this constitutes it as a being in the determinate existing 
of its matter? “The being of a man comes from the form of his soul, 
which is united immediately to a spiritual matter. The existing of a man 
comes from the matter of his soul and of his body, which is united to the 
form of his soul by the mediation of corporeal dispositions.”» 

This distinction between formed and unformed matter is precisely one 
of the distinctive elements of Augustine’s doctrine of matter. In Book XII 
of the Confessions, he says that unformed matter is “almost nothing.”*4 
This unformed matter never existed by itself in time, because at the mo- 
ment that God created it, he also endowed it with forms. Augustine 
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thought that matter in its essence is deprived of any distinct form. Ac- 
cording to its proper nature, matter is the sheer possibility of form. In the 
order to time, however, it has never been totally without form, and, fur- 
thermore, its possibility for form must exist through some act in the order 
to time. As a result, matter is prior to form in the order of nature or of 
generation, but in the order of time, it is posterior, because the completion 
and perfection of matter depend on an ordination to form. As a result, 
form and matter are cocreated.*® 

One of the more difficult aspects of the problem of change is the nature 
of efficient causality, that is, how it works. Bonaventure considers some 
of the different theories that have attempted to account for the efficient 
cause of change. At one extreme, and the first he considers, is that of 
Anaxagoras (500-428 B.c.). This view regards efficient causality as almost 
nothing; the efficient cause merely discloses what is already there. Bon- 
aventure understands Anaxagoras to have taught that the specific forms 
of new beings are already actually present in the matter involved in the 
change. The agent then produces them in the sense that the agent merely 
uncovers the form already present but hidden. 

A second theory that Bonaventure considers, he attributes to Avi- 
cenna. In this theory, God is the only giver of forms (Dator formarum). 
Therefore, all forms are given directly and immediately by God; He is the 
sole efficient cause of substantial change. This truly robust view of efficient 
causality implies that the sole efficient cause is consistently effecting 
changes out of nothing. Concomitant with this, however, is a denial that 
any being other than God is in any real sense a cause. There are no 
secondary efficient causes; there is only the sole efficient cause. What we 
think of as events brought about by agents are merely occasions when 
God changes things. This view is often referred to as “occasionalism.” 

In his own account of efficient causality and change, Bonaventure gives 
considerable importance to a view advanced by Augustine—the doctrine 
of seminal reasons. According to this theory as Bonaventure interprets it, 
nearly all of the natural forms, such as the forms of elements and mixtures, 
are contained in the potency of matter and are reduced to act by a par- 
ticular secondary agent. These inchoate forms, existing virtually in matter, 
are like seeds awaiting germination; they contain a plan for awaiting de- 
velopment; hence, they are referred to as rationes seminales. They are ac- 
tive potencies existing in matter. Matter is never inert and purely passive, 
but is always both passive and active. It is profoundly dynamic, because 
it is a seedbed (seminarium) in which corporeal forms exist in a virtual 
and germinal state. Bonaventure holds that the form, which exists in 
potency in the matter, is reduced to act by receiving a new mode of 
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existence.*° The secondary agent “creates,” even in the case of animal 
reproduction, only in the sense of bringing out what already existed in 
potency. The secondary agent does not multiply forms, but on the other 
hand, form does not come out of nothing, even though a new essence is 
produced. 

The problem with holding the theory that the secondary agent confers 
actual form, Bonaventure thinks, is that this view grants too much to the 
secondary agent, for such an agent, in conferring form, confers being. This 
understanding of change attributes to a secondary agent an activity too 
similar to the divine activity of creation. 

All things then, except for the rational soul, arose from these germinal 
forms in prime matter. And the very first form to arise from a seminal 
reason is light. Robert Grosseteste maintained that light is the first form; 
specifically, it is the substantial form that all bodies possess.*”? The source 
of this theory seems to be Pseudo-Dionysius. Pseudo-Dionysius calls the 
Good “the spiritual Light,” and maintains that this Light is the “fontal 
ray,” because the visible universe is an unfolding from this Light in which 
it participates. Dionysius also sees light as the principle of activity in the 
universe: “Further also, it contributes to the generation of sensible bodies, 
and moves them to life, and nourishes, and increases, and perfects, and 
purifies and renews.”*® In Bonaventure’s theory, light is the first form and 
disposes matter to the reception of any other form that is. In this view, 
the form of light (lux) is the first form that enters into union with matter, 
raises it above the level of sheer privation, and thus renders matter ca- 
pable of entering into union with more complex forms. It is what renders 
matter ready for more forms. Only a minority of Scholastic thinkers holds 
this “metaphysics of light,” as it is commonly called. 

In this view, all of being is luminous, reflecting its source. Light is then 
an active principle in bodies shining forth in the activities of corporeal 
things, which flow from the basic operation of light, including sensible 
and intellectual cognition. This theme of light is found throughout Bon- 
aventure’s work. It is one of “the controlling ideas” of what the world is 
and of how knowledge is to be understood.*? 

Bonaventure held that the celestial bodies participate in the form of 
light, even though each one has its own form. Earthly bodies participate 
in an embodied light, which is not a substantial form, but is a virtual 
disposition to become colored under the influence of external light.‘ 

One of the implications of the doctrine of seminal forms is that any 
given substance has a plurality of substantial forms, a suggestion that be- 
came one of the most highly debated issues of the late thirteenth century. 
Furthermore, there has been significant discussion of whether Bonaven- 
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ture held that there is a plurality of substantial forms in a substance or 
simply one. Gilson thinks that he does hold to a plurality of substantial 
forms, but admits that Bonaventure does not explicitly argue for the po- 
sition; he simply seems to presume it.*! John Francis Quinn argues at great 
length that Bonaventure holds to a unicity of substantial form. The range 
of opinions has run the whole gamut of options. 

On this issue, Bonaventure seems to have been influenced by his 
teacher, Alexander of Hales, and by the Arabic thinker, Avicebron (1021/ 
2-1057/8), both of whom held a universal hylomorphist position.*? Avi- 
cebron teaches in his famous work, Fons vitae, an extreme view on this 
question: A substance is composed of as many substantial forms as it can 
be divided into genera and species. The predication of any genus or spe- 
cies of a substance involves the identification of a substantial form. Ac- 
cordingly, an individual human being would have one substantial form 
making him a substance, another making him a body, another making 
him alive, another making him rational, and so on. 

Bonaventure clearly does not go to this extreme, especially with regard 
to positing plural souls, but he does consistently seem to take a plurality 
of substantial forms as a given (for example, see Collationes in hexaemeron, 
chapters 4, 10). Form is the principle that explains the perfections of 
being. In this view, each form prepares the matter for the reception of 
yet another form, until the appetite of any designated matter for form is 
exhausted. Hence, it is not any one particular form that confers a defin- 
itive unity on a substance. Rather, it is not until matter and form have 
exhausted all the possibilities for development that the opportunity for 
further composition with form is excluded. As already mentioned, this is 
way Bonaventure is quite comfortable saying that, although the soul is 
composed of matter and form, this does not preclude its entering into 
composition with a body and still forming a composite, unified human 
being.? What is important for composition is that matter and form be 
proportionate to each other.‘ 

In the view of Aquinas, by contrast, there can only be one substantial 
form, which gives the thing its essence and makes it what it is. The 
substantial form delimits the being and thereby precludes any other sub- 
stantial form. Any other perfections that a substance possesses must be 
accidental forms. 

The question of whether or not there is a plurality of substantial forms 
in a substance has long struck readers as one of the more arcane debates 
among medieval thought. Part of this may be a function of the fact that 
the disputants themselves were not always fully aware of what was at 
stake, but were simply arguing party lines. There is no question, however, 
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that this issue aroused considerable debate. In essence, the debate is an- 
other chapter in the Plato-Aristotle debate over universals. The pluralists, 
while adopting a hylomorphic theory that regards the individual as real, 
refuse to concede that form (the universal, or basis for the universal) is 
anything less than the really real. In other words, the pluralists are at- 
tempting to be Platonists and Aristotelians at the same time. For the 
defenders of unicity, hylomorphism requires a real composition of essence 
and existence, or, in other words, that the form-matter (essence) is in 
potency to the act of being. However, it was intolerable to the pluralists 
that form could in any way be a potential principle. Form is act, even 
when there is a plurality of them in one individual. What this makes the 
individual substance is a very interesting question. 

There are different ways that being can be united. One is that beings 
may be juxtaposed with each other and thus closely related. Another way 
is for distinct beings to be mixed together to form a third being. A third 
way is for beings to be brought together so that their natures subsist 
without mixing or losing their identity. Thus, beings in this third way 
would be more than just juxtaposed, but not mixed; they would be neither 
separated nor confused, but would subsist. 

In the theory of plural substantial forms, any particular substance con- 
sists of forms joined in the third way—without confusion and without 
separation. In this conception, a substance is a composite of forms and 
matter. The pluralists argued that these forms are joined in matter in a 
hierarchical order to form a specific individual. This hierarchy is made 
possible by the fact that each form itself reflects a hierarchy of being. In 
short, an individual substance is a hierarchy of substantial forms united 
in designate matter. 

The pluralist doctrine is not a problem for the Platonist mind-set. 
However, the view of the rational soul as the form of the human body is 
a problem, for this view seems to cast considerable doubt on the possibility 
of the soul’s immortality. Furthermore, the unicity doctrine implies that 
form is not being, since such a union could only take place if essence and 
existence are really distinct and enter into composition. Conversely, if 
form is being, and essence and existence are not really distinct, a plurality 
of substantial forms, when hypostasized or instantiated in an individual, 
remain distinct though hierarchically ordered. The unicity doctrine seems 
a first step on the slippery slope to nominalism. 

Those who have defended the position that Bonaventure taught a un- 
icity of substantial form have argued that when a subsequent form brings 
about the generation of a new body, the antecedent form remains as 
merely a substantial disposition in the newly generated body.** Since the 
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texts are not clear on the matter, caution is in order. At the very least, 
we should bear in mind that Bonaventure’s disciples, who stand closest 
to him in time and doctrine—influential figures such as John Peckham 
and Matthew of Aquasparta—vigorously defended the pluralist position. 

The elements also arose from seminal reasons, and each element has 
a substantial form that makes it a simple substance. The elements enter 
into composition with other elements to form bodies. Minerals, plants, 
animals, and human bodies are examples of bodies composed of the ele- 
ments. The power of light harmonizes the contrariety of the elements in 
these composite bodies.#* Such bodies are created by the form that arises 
from a seminal reason existing in the matter of the elements that go into 
shaping the mixture. The elementary bodies undergo a transformation 
such that a composite body is created with a substantial form. The ele- 
mentary natures remain in the body as substantial dispositions contrib- 
uting to the qualities of the compound. Animate forms inform complex 
bodies that have been rendered fit for union with a soul by the seminal 
reasons. 

Furthermore, Bonaventure follows Augustine in maintaining that there 
are numbers in bodies, especially in sounds and voices. Indeed, since pro- 
portion, founded in numbers, is the primary requisite for beauty, and since 
number is a fundamental characteristic of all things, all things are beau- 
tiful and in some way delightful. “Number is the principal exemplar in 
the mind of the Creator.”47 

It is now necessary to turn to one of the more difficult aspects of any 
version of hylomorphism, namely, the human being as a composite of 
spirit and matter. The subtlety with which Bonaventure tries to explicate 
the relation between body and soul is easily overlooked. 

Bonaventure agrees with Aristotle that the human being is a rational 
animal. This definition implies that the human being is a complex crea- 
ture, a combination of rationality and animality, matter and form. It relies 
on the Greek view of the soul as the principle of life in living things: All 
living things are ensouled: plants, animals, and human beings. 

Since Bonaventure thinks the distinctive characteristic of our animal 
species is rationality, and since he understands form to refer to the meta- 
physical principle that makes a thing be what it is, he holds that the 
substantial form of the human being is the rational soul. And it is this 
rational soul that makes rationality possible. Bonaventure speaks of the 
rational soul as “an existing, living, intelligent form having freedom of 
choice,”#* or, as he puts it even more simply: The soul is a form endowed 
with being, life, intelligence, and freedom. “Soul” is thus, most properly, 
a particular type of form, namely, a living one; and the rational soul is 
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more specifically intelligent and free. Needless to say, the human soul is 
the noblest form of all natural forms found in the world. 

First, Bonaventure believes that the soul is the perfection and motor 
of the human being—perfection with regard to substance, and motor with 
respect to the powers.*° He defines the soul as the act and “entelechy” of 
the body. In discussing this definition, he explicitly quotes Aristotle’s On 
the Soul (De anima).*! The term “entelechy” is taken from the Greek text 
and refers to an activating principle that transforms and shapes passive 
matter. It gives act and completion to the body. If the relation between 
soul and body is that of act and potency, then it follows that the rational 
soul is “the perfection of a body intended by nature to be informed by 
rational life.” 

On these points so far, Bonaventure sounds like a faithful Aristotelian, 
but his position is not that straightforward. What adds significantly to the 
complexity of his view of the human being is his contention that 
the rational soul is itself a composite of form and matter. The matter of 
the soul, however, is a spiritual or noncorporeal matter. In this view, 
Bonaventure understands the spiritual matter that enters into union with 
the human form to be the sheer capacity or potency for form. The matter 
in the soul is the principle of its existing; the soul has its stability of being 
from matter as the receptacle or foundation for the substantial form. The 
implication of this view is that the rational soul is a substance in its own 
right, independent of its union with the body. In other words, the soul is 
a “this something” (hoc aliquid) in its own right. 

This view is not as alien to the thought of Aristotle as some might 
think. After all, there are instances in De anima where Aristotle does tend 
to speak about the soul as a sort of substance. He writes: 


Therefore every natural body sharing in life will be a substance and this 
substance will be in some way composite. Since, however, it is a body of 
such and such a nature, i.e., having vitality the soul will not itself be the 
body. For the body is not one of the factors existing in the subject; rather, 
it is as a subject and the matter. It is necessary, then, that the soul be a 
substance in the sense of the specifying principle of a physical body poten- 
tially alive. Now substance is act; it will therefore be the act of a body of 
some sort. 


Aristotle, however, seems to mean that the soul is merely a substance 
in the sense of its being the form of the body potentially having life within 
it. Hence, he can dismiss the question of the soul’s substantiality: “That 
is why we can wholly dismiss as unnecessary the question of whether the 
soul and the body are one: it is as meaningless as to ask whether the wax 
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and the shape given to it by the stamp are one, or generally the matter 
of a thing and that of which it is the matter.”** Passages such as this latter 
one made Bonaventure nervous, for Aristotle clearly seems to be elimi- 
nating the substantiality of the soul, thus its uniqueness and its separa- 
bility. In the light of such a possibility, Bonaventure argues that the soul 
is a substance in the proper sense: a composite of form and matter that 
can exist on its own. 

If one asks why such a composite soul requires a body at all, Bonaven- 
ture responds that the rational soul requires a sophisticated corporeal sens- 
ing system if it is to acquire knowledge. In other words, the human soul 
requires a body to exercise its power of sensing and knowing, for Bona- 
venture is unambiguous that knowledge begins in the senses, as Aristotle 
teaches. 

As already mentioned, the rational soul is a composite of form and 
spiritual or incorporeal matter. In this way, the soul is a “this something.” 
If the soul lacked matter, it would seem impossible for the soul to survive 
bodily death, since the soul would not itself be a substance, that is, a 
composite of matter and form, and hence capable of independent exis- 
tence. In other words, the immortality of the human soul follows from its 
existence as a spiritual substance. Bonaventure’s argument for immortality 
is thus not based on the simplicity of the soul, but on its substantiality. 
Nevertheless, Bonaventure concedes that, when the rational soul is sep- 
arated by death from the body, it cannot properly be called “man.”*> The 
bodily death of the human being retains its unnatural character—an as- 
pect of the natural order that cries out for healing. Bonaventure uses 
multiple arguments to establish the immortality of the human soul, drawn 
from the tradition he inherited, but the most important one for him is 
the argument from human teleology, specifically from the nature of human 
happiness and desire. This argument will be clearer after an examination 
of Bonaventure’s eudaimonism in our consideration of his ethics. 

Bonaventure does not think that the soul, as the substantial form of 
the body, is directly and immediately united to the body. O’Leary has 
argued that Bonaventure’s doctrine necessarily entails, at the least, an 
intervening form of corporeity (forma corporeitatis), even though Bona- 
venture does not explicitly mention it.** At any rate, the matter must be 
disposed by a mediating principle, because matter is never a pure potency. 
Matter is disposed to form by seminal reasons, and the form must have 
an aptitude for the matter. The mediating principles of this union are 
unitability (unibilitas) and complexion.* 

Unitability (unibilitas), or the capability of being united, refers to a 
property of the soul that disposes it for union with the matter (that is, 
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the material elements) of the body without the mediation of anything 
else.** This property of the rational soul is like its other properties, such 
as rationality (rationabilitas), which renders it capable of rational thought, 
even though this “rational ability” may not always be in act. Unitability 
is a notion key to understanding the complexity of Bonaventure’s view 
of what the human being is. This notion has received far less attention 
than it deserves. Bonaventure makes considerable use of this Scholastic 
notion, originally used to speak of how Christ can have one being with 
both a human and a divine nature.*® Bonaventure uses this idea to explain 
how human bodies differ from other bodies in that they are unitable 
(unibile) to a human spirit. 

Because the rational soul is unitable to the human body, it is able to 
perfect the human body and serve as the principle of its operations. 

An implication of this position is that the human being is not simply 
a soul making use of a body; rather, the rational soul enters into com- 
position with material elements, thereby perfecting these material ele- 
ments into a living, sensing body and forming a composite, whole sub- 
stance—a rational animal. It is important to note that the body is not a 
separate physical substance (as in a Cartesian view). Neither is the human 
being an angel, for an angel, as a rational spirit, could make use of a body, 
but could never be truly united to matter in such a way as to form a 
single, composite substance (a hoc aliquid, as is said in Latin).© Indeed, 
the angelic spirit lacks precisely what the human soul possesses—unita- 
bility (unibilitas). As one commentator succinctly summarizes this point, 
“Humans have their own bodies, but angels merely assume bodies.”*! As 
a result of this doctrine, Bonaventure can rightly speak of the soul, not 


merely as mover (motor) of the body, but also as the perfection (perfectio) 
of the body. 


The Powers of the Rational Soul 


The rational soul, as united to the body, is its perfection and mover. In 
this latter role, the soul gives existence, life, sensation, and intelligence. 
The proper name for these abilities is “power,” and Bonaventure thinks 
that the soul has a vegetative, sensitive, and intellective power. Through 
its vegetative power, the soul generates, nourishes, and increases the body; 
through its sensitive power, it apprehends sensible things, retains what it 
has apprehended, and combines and divides what is has retained. By the 
intellective power, it discerns truth, flees evil, and seeks good. 

This first task of the intellective power—discerning truth—is cogni- 
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tive, while its latter two are affective; hence, the rational soul, through 
its intellective power, is both cognitive and affective. Bonaventure further 
divides the cognitive into the intellect and reason. When carrying out its 
cognitive functions, the soul may be concerned either with knowing for 
its own sake or with knowing for the sake of doing something. Hence, 
the intellect may turn either to speculative matters or practical ones. This 
diversity of possible orientations in the intellect gives it a diversity of 
functions (though not a diversity of powers, as some in the thirteenth 
century argued). 

Bonaventure further divides the affective power into the natural and 
selective will, though only the latter is properly called the will. And since 
the will, properly taken, is indifferent with regard to alternatives, it is 
referred to as the “free will.” Free choice flows from cooperation of the 
powers of reason and will and their operations.” The free will is the 
greatest power in the universe next to God. 

Bonaventure labels the affective functioning of the soul as: (1) the 
irascible appetite through which it rejects evil, and (2) the concupiscible 
appetite through which it desires the good. The irascible appetite is a 
desire for the difficult good, but precisely as such an appetite, it also leads 
the human being to flee from evil that would render the good unattain- 
able. The concupiscible appetite is the desire for the simple good.© 

It is important to note here that Bonaventure identifies the appetites 
with the highest or intellective power of the soul, contrary to what one 
might expect. Contemporaries, following Aristotle’s opinion, identify the 
appetites with the sensitive power of the soul. Not so, for Bonaventure. 
As explained below, this move would involve the claim that the higher, 
intellective power submits to the lower and sensitive power in many hu- 
man decisions. Hence, this opinion fails to understand how freedom 
works, in that it misconstrues the sovereignty of the intellect within the 
human soul. 

The soul can only exercise certain powers in union with the body, such 
as its power of sensing. According to Bonaventure, there are five external 
senses and a single internal sense. The five senses serve as “portals through 
which the knowledge of all things existing in the visible world enters the 
soul.” It is through the senses that we perceive not only particular sense 
objects—light, sound, smell, taste, and the four primary qualities of touch 
(cold, hot, wet, and dry)—but also the common sense objects (those 
perceived by more than one sense)—number, size, form, rest, and motion. 
By the internal sense, an animal determines at a basic level whether an 
object apprehended by the external senses is healthful or harmful.* 

Bonaventure speaks of the sensitive power of the soul as “compre- 
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hending” sensible objects. He seems to mean by this that the sensitive 
power is capable of coming to a basic knowledge of sensible things without 
any special help. Furthermore, the sensitive power retains what is appre- 
hended and can combine and sort what it has retained. It is the memory 
that retains, and the imagination that combines and sorts—it is the col- 
lating instrument of the soul. 

Bonaventure informs us that the soul has three powers: memory, in- 
tellect, and will. Each of these powers can engage in three operations or 
activities. The memory can retain and represent present things, whether 
temporal or everlasting. It also retains simple things that are the principles 
of continuous and discrete quantities, such as, point, instant, unity. In 
this second activity of the memory, Bonaventure claims we can see that 
the memory is capable of being informed not only from outside by phan- 
tasms, but also from above, “by receiving and having in itself simple forms 
that cannot enter through the doors of the senses, nor through sensible 
phantasms.”® Finally, the memory can retain the principles and axioms 
of the sciences, such as, “Every whole is greater than its part.” Here too 
the memory receives its content from above, for the memory has present 
in itself a changeless light in which it recalls changeless truths. Adhering 
to Augustine’s teaching in the Confessions, Bonaventure teaches that the 
memory retains the past by remembrance, the present by reception, and 
the future by foresight.” 

In describing the process by which we come to know sensible things, 
Bonaventure draws freely from Aristotle. The senses receive a sensible 
likeness from things, which, in turn, stimulates the senses. Sense appre- 
hension then prompts the intellect to go to work to grasp the object. The 
senses, however, are not purely passive, a point on which Bonaventure 
departs from Aristotle’s account of sense cognition. Closely following 
upon apprehension of sensibles comes delight. Echoing Aristotle’s first line 
of the Metaphysics (“All men by nature desire to know”), Bonaventure 
explains that proportional objects cause delight (oblectatio). Delight is the 
union of the suitable with the suitable.” After this apprehension and 
delight, a judgment (diiudicatio) is made, which determines certain basic 
characteristics of the thing (whether it is black or white), as well as why 
this object delights. “In this act there is an examining of the reason for 
the delight which is perceived from the object in the sense.””! The reason 
for this delight is a proportion of equality, but the detection of this equal- 
ity, which in itself is the same in objects regardless of their size and is 
neither extended nor mutable, already involves a spiritual sense. This 
judgment, therefore, is an action that purifies and abstracts the sensory 
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likeness received in the senses and then causes this likeness to enter into 
the intellective power.” 

Bonaventure thinks that we come to know things as they are, in other 
words, we can apprehend their natures, but the difficulty to be explained 
here is how the singular and concrete, which, in itself, is unknowable, 
can be rendered intelligible. To solve this difficulty, Bonaventure follows 
Aristotle in positing an agent intellect to help the passive intellect ab- 
stract out the intelligible aspect or nature of things. The agent intellect 
illumines the possible intellect so that it may abstract from the sense data 
it has received, the intelligible nature of the thing. The thing perceived 
by the senses is concrete and particular (e.g., this dog, Fido); but knowl- 
edge concerns the abstract and universal (e.g., dog or “dogness”). Fido is 
this furry dog, but we talk about “dogs” and can even write down every- 
thing we know about dogs in a book. Furthermore, even though we can’t 
pet “dogness,” this term applies to Fido, Rex, Lassie, and the like. In 
addition, while the concrete is mutable, the universal clearly is not: Fido 
is born, grows from puppyhood to mature canine, and will one day grow 
old and weak and then die. But while Fido is undergoing the ordinary 
vicissitudes of existence, dogness remains unchanged. 

The agent intellect is a light that shines on the intelligible aspects of 
things and then abstracts this intelligibility from things and impresses it 
upon the possible intellect.”*> The agent intellect renders the potentially 
intelligible object actually so by abstracting the intelligible “species” or 
“likeness” from the object and impressing it on the possible intellect. 
“Likewise, the agent intellect is unable to bring to perfection its operation 
of understanding unless the summit of the possible intellect is informed 
by the very intelligible object.””* They are not two substances, nor even 
two separate powers; they come together in one complete action of un- 
derstanding. Bernard Gendreau discusses this point at some length: 


Thus in Saint Bonaventure we have a form of the theory of abstraction 
according to which similitudes or species are acquired from the senses and 
a form of self-sufficiency in knowledge according to which the mind by its 
own enlightening powers perceives and judges the value of its knowledge. 
Through sense perception, the similitudes acquired are purified and ab- 
stracted to be developed into intellectual species. This is done by an act of 
discernment or judgment which corresponds to a form of judicatory abstrac- 
tion through the power of a natural judicatory light “lumen naturale judi- 
catorum” and the act of discernment or of separation “dijudicatio.”” 


In an interesting variation from Aristotle’s theory, Bonaventure denies 
that the passive intellect is purely passive or the active intellect purely 
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active: “Nonetheless, it [the possible intellect] is not so active as the agent 
intellect, because it cannot through its own conversion either abstract a 
species or make a judgment about the species except through the aid of 
the agent intellect. Likewise the agent intellect is unable to bring to 
perfection its operation of understanding unless the summit of the possible 
intellect is informed by the very intelligible object.”” 

So, while it is by means of abstraction that we come to know natural 
kinds, or essences, such as “tock” or “horse,” it also seems to be the means 
by which we come to such fundamental notions as “whole” and “part.” 
(Bonaventure claims otherwise in his Itinerarium, but as Steven Marrone 
points out, “the reference is neither lengthy nor explicit enough to permit 
one to say how it ought to be related to the otherwise unambiguous 
rejection of such a view in the Commentary on the Sentences.”)” 

Abstraction, however, does not account for all our knowledge, for the 
soul knows itself and its qualities without reference to sensation or ex- 
ternal species.”* Furthermore, it is important to note that Bonaventure 
differs from Aquinas in maintaining that there is not an obligatory turning 
to the phantasm. 

Bonaventure is aware of the Arabic positions on the question of the 
soul. He knows that Averroes (“the Commentator”) argued that the soul 
or human intellect, both the active and possible intellect, was one in all 
men, since it is immaterial and incorruptible.” Indeed, Bonaventure dis- 
cusses the Averroistic position at some length. He believes that it is 
wrong, not only for religious reasons, but also philosophical, among them 
being that different human beings have contrary thoughts and affections.®° 

The soul’s desiring of goods may be carried out in two ways: one 
through instinct and another through deliberate choice. Hence, Bona- 
venture also speaks of an instinctive will and an elective will. It is only 
the latter that is “will” in its proper sense. Bonaventure seems to take it 
for granted that reason can apprehend alternatives and can deliberate 
about what choices to make. Augustine is now widely regarded as the first 
thinker to posit the will as a distinct power of human soul to choose 
freely, and, like his mentor, Bonaventure is deeply struck by the amazing 
nature of this power. 

Certain actions seem clearly to be within our control. The human 
being then desires to act and to attain goods not merely through instinct 
as other animals, but also through deliberate choice. Indeed, truly human 
actions are those not fundamentally limited or determined, but rather 
those that flow from a fundamental ability to choose. Certain actions of 
the human being are “free” in this sense. The human being is a unique 
type of agent in the world: a free agent, we might say. 
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Medieval Scholastics debated whether free decision (liberum arbitrium) 
is an act, a power of reason and will, a power and faculty distinct from 
reason and will, or a habit of both reason and will.*! Bonaventure speaks 
of it as a faculty or dominium. He argues that free decision is a habit of 
both the reason and the will, but which consists primarily in an act of 
the will. While free decision begins in reason, it is completed in the will. 

Freedom of choice is a power of both reason and will. Bonaventure 
quotes Augustine to defend the view that “When we speak of freedom of 
choice we refer not only to a part of the soul, but most assuredly to the 
whole.”®’ It is only when reason and will work together that a human 
being acts with real freedom, and it is only the one who has acted with 
freedom who can merit and demerit. 

Bonaventure describes the operations of the elective faculty or will as 
counsel, judgment, and desire. Counsel consists in determining what is 
better between two things. Judging involves conforming one’s mental 
propositions to a law. The law that governs the judgment is a higher law 
that is stamped on the human mind. Desire (desiderium) is moved the 
most by love, and that which is loved the most is happiness.** 

This ability to choose is precisely one of the two most ennobling fea- 
tures of the human being; the other is the ability to know. When it comes 
to determining which of these two abilities is greater, however, Bonaven- 
ture seems to regard the willing ability as the greater, for through the will 
we determine our destiny. The will is not compelled by the judgment of 
the mind; if it could be compelled, it would not ultimately be free. In 
this sense, the will has a certain priority or sovereignty within the soul. 

Bonaventure clearly regards the human being as the greatest thing in 
the material universe. The human being is a unique combination of body 
and spirit, matter and form, encompassing the whole range of what is in 
the universe. And the noblest part of the human being is the human soul. 
“A great thing is the soul: in the soul the whole world can be deline- 
ated.”*5 The human soul is a microcosm of reality, a microcosm of the 
macrocosm, an image of the world.* 


Natural Philosophy 


Metaphysics 


Nie as a branch of natural philosophy, is concerned with the 
truth of “things,” Bonaventure tells us. But unlike physics, which 
investigates things insofar as they change, or mathematics, which inves- 
tigates things insofar as they are quantifiable, metaphysics goes beyond 
motion and quantity to investigate things simply insofar as they exist or 
are “beings.” This investigation involves reducing things back to the most 
fundamental concept, namely, being. It has three main parts: (1) how 
things came to be from the First Principle, that is, why there is something 
rather than nothing; (2) how things reflect ideas or “exemplars” in the 
divine mind, in other words, how things are what they are and are in- 
telligible; and finally, (3) how things “return” to their source, or, the 
ultimate meaning of things. These three aspects constitute the three parts 
of metaphysics: emanation, exemplarism, and consummation: “Such is the 
metaphysical Center that leads us back, and this is the sum total of our 
metaphysics: concerned with emanation, exemplarity, and consummation, 
that is, illumination through spiritual radiations and return to the Su- 
preme Being. In this you will be a true metaphysician.”! Each of these 
parts is integral to the whole: “For no one can have understanding unless 
he considers where things come from, how they are led back to their end, 
and how God shines forth in them.” 
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Emanation 


Bonaventure’s division of the subject of metaphysics reflects an under- 
standing of the dynamic of being that became common doctrine among 
Scholastics: that of exitus and reditus, that is, a going out of all existing 
things from their cause and a returning back to their goal. It seems clear 
that the first Scholastic who set the precedent of structuring the science 
of being this way was Bonaventure’s teacher, Alexander of Hales. He 
divided the four books of Peter the Lombard’s Sentences into two groups 
of two each: The first two treat the going out of all things from God and 
the last two consider the return of all things to God.’ 

Bonaventure uses a method of “complete resolution” (resolutio plena) 
to arrive at the notion of being. In order to understand this method it is 
necessary to be aware of Bonaventure’s distinction between the appre- 
hending intellect (intellectus apprehendens) and the resolving intellect (in- 
tellectus resolvens). The former works to grasp the natures or essences of 
things; the latter resolves essences into more general concepts. This 
resolving intellect operates either in a full and complete way (intellectus 
plene resolvens) or in a partial way (intellectus semiplene resolvens). When 
the intellect performs a full resolution, it arrives at being.‘ 

The starting point in this method is a thing’s nature or essence. We 
can then reduce this general concept to an even more general one, until 
we have arrived at the most general concept: “being.”> The concept of 
being is thus implicit in all others. 

Bonaventure thinks, however, that the knowledge of the imperfect 
requires some grasp of the perfect; the finite requires some grasp of the 
infinite; and the changeable some grasp of the unchangeable. Indeed, the 
condition for the mind’s attaining a notion of the limited and imperfect 
is that it has a knowledge of the infinite, perfect, most pure and absolute 
being.® “If, therefore, non-being cannot be grasped except through being, 
and if being in potency cannot be understood except through being in 
actuality, and if being designates the pure actuality of being, then being 
is that which first comes into the intellect, and this being is that which 
is pure act.”” 

Indeed, the intellect could not attain a single concept unless it knew 
what being is per se, and being per se cannot be known unless it is grasped 
together with its essential predicates—simplicity, necessity, absoluteness, 
and eternity. Ultimately, being could not be known unless the intellect 
were “aided by a knowledge of the most pure, most actual, most complete 
and absolute being, which is being unqualified and eternal.”* In short, the 
being that comes first in the mind is pure act, that is, the Divine Being.? 
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This is not to say, of course, that the mind always adverts to this being. 
“But just as the eye, intent on the various differences of color, does not 
see the light through which it sees other things, or if it does see, does 
not notice it, so our mind’s eye intent on particular and universal being, 
does not notice that Being which is beyond all categories, even though 
it comes first to the mind, and through it, all other things.”! It is the 
light of being that makes possible all further knowing. Indeed, apart from 
the light of being, we could know nothing at all, much as apart from the 
light of the sun, we can see nothing at all. 

Bonaventure is trying to maintain that the intellect knows being not 
only through species or likenesses abstracted from sensible things by the 
action of our active intellect, but also through an intuitive grasp of the 
Divine Being. Thomas Aquinas, by way of contrast, rejects the position 
that the mind first knows the Divine Being.'! And although the process 
by which the first conceptions of the mind come to be is complex, being 
is nevertheless known strictly through likenesses abstracted from the sen- 
sible. The first principles are “the instruments” of the agent intellect, and 
it is by means of these that the intellect renders other things actually 
intelligible. Bonaventure thinks that the condition for the possibility of 
grasping finite being in the first place is that there is an intuitive 
grasp of infinite and absolute being. God is the light in which the intellect 
sees. 

It is important to point out here, though, that the Divine Being is an 
objective condition for human knowing and operates within the human 
intellect, but is itself not identical to the mind. While Divine Being 
functions as an intrinsic, a priori condition of human knowing, it is not 
reducible to a subjective, a priori, and formal category of the mind as 
posited by Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Efrem Bettoni explains the sig- 
nificant gap between what he calls Bonaventure’s “innatism” and Kant’s 
subjectivism: 


The discerning reader cannot avoid seeing a certain analogy between St. 
Bonaventure and Kant. For both rationality and its laws are within us: we 
apply them to experience, we do not derive them therefrom. The similarity, 
however, ends here. For Kant the “a priori” has its absolute foundation in 
the creativity of our spirit understood not as the empirical “I” but as the 
transcendental “I.” For St. Bonaventure the “a priori” is merely a human 
participation in the divine thought which has created things according to 
the archetypes eternally generated with and in the word. Kant ends in 
absolute subjectivity while St. Bonaventure guarantees the objectivity of 
our thought by basing it on the absolute objectivity of divine knowledge. 
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And thus the abyss between the two thinkers remains intact: the abyss 
between immanence and transcendence." 


The human mind retains a receptivity and potentiality to what is, to 
finite being. But the condition for the possibility of such receptivity is a 
foundational apprehension of infinite Being, ie., “that Being which is 
beyond all the categories [of thought].” This view of the soul’s primordial 
awareness of God belongs in the tradition of Plato and Augustine. For 
Plato, knowledge involves anamnesis or reminiscence of the Forms. Au- 
gustine will modify this by holding that the soul’s reminiscence or memory 
is not of the soul’s preexistent vision of the Forms, but of the presence of 
God to the soul.!3 Bonaventure insists upon this presence as the condition 
for the possibility of knowing. 


The Existence of God 


Bonaventure regards it as self-evident that God exists—it is an indubi- 
table truth. This view, however, requires some explanation. “But when I 
say that God exists, the existence predicated of God is totally identical 
with God, because God is His very existence. Therefore, nothing is more 
true or more evident than that proposition in which the existence of God 
is affrmed.”!4 Bonaventure believes the human mind innately knows that 
God exists: “Indeed, it is certain as far as the knower is concerned, for 
the knowledge of this truth is innate to the rational mind in as far as it 
possesses the nature of an image.”!® He explains that since the mind is 
an image, it has an innate knowledge and memory of that of which it is 
an image, as well as an innate desire for union with this original. By this, 
Bonaventure does not mean that every human being has a clear knowl- 
edge of God. He is speaking objectively. Subjectively, however, the exis- 
tence of God may be doubted. “A thing is said to be doubtful in two 
ways: either because of the process of reasoning or because of a defect in 
reason itself. The first way involves something on the part of the knower 
and on the part of the object known; the second way refers only to the 
knower.”'® In the first way, a truth can be doubtful if evidence is lacking 
either in itself, in its demonstration, or in the intellect that apprehends 
it. Hence, in this first way, there is no lack of certitude about the existence 
of God: “The existence of God is indubitably true, because—whether the 
intellect turns within itself or outside itself, or whether it looks above 
itself—if it proceeds rationally, it knows with certitude and without doubt 
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that God exists.”!7 However, in the second way, from the deficiency of 
reason, it can be conceded that it is possible for someone to doubt because 
of a threefold defect in the mind of the knower: in the act of appre- 
hending, in the act of judging, or in the act of analyzing. In other words, 
doubt arises if someone does not understand the notion of God; or if in 
judging about evil or injustice, someone concludes that there is no justice. 
Doubt may arise from faulty analysis of reality, as when some people con- 
clude that the sun is God, since it seems to be the highest corporeal 
substance.!8 

Bonaventure’s most extended arguments for the existence of God may 
be found in his Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, where he 
presents twenty-nine different arguments for the indubitable truth that 
God exists. He divides these into three general “ways”: “proofs” based 
on the nature of mind, the notion of being, and the nature of truth 
(ideological),!® which includes his treatment of the idea of God (onto- 
logical). Each of these categories of proofs leads to an indubitable truth: 
(1) Every truth that is impressed in all minds is an indubitable truth; 
(2) every truth proclaimed by all creatures is an indubitable truth; and 
(3) every truth, which in itself is most certain and most evident, is an 
indubitable truth. 

In following the first of these “ways,” Bonaventure believes the truth 
that God exists is impressed in every mind, though in different ways. First, 
for example, there is the inclination to the true and good, but such an in- 
clination presupposes knowledge of these. “Therefore there is impressed in 
the minds of men a knowledge of the true and the good and a desire for that 
which is most desirable. But that good is God.”*° Therefore, God exists. 

A variation on this sort of argument begins with a premise taken from 
Aristotle’s Metaphysics: “By nature all men desire to know.” The wisdom 
that is most desirable, however, is the eternal wisdom; thus, the human 
mind holds a desire for this supreme wisdom. But “love cannot exist unless 
there is some knowledge of the object loved. Therefore, it is necessary 
that some knowledge of that highest wisdom be impressed in the human 
mind.”?! 

Bonaventure also presents other arguments from desire—for happiness, 
for peace, and even from hatred of falsehood (which, he argues, requires 
love of its opposite, namely truth). 

Bonaventure classifies his second way of proving God’s existence as 
defenses of the proposition that “every truth that is proclaimed by all 
creatures is an indubitable truth.” In this way, of course, since “all crea- 
tures cry out (clamare) the existence of God,”” there are many different 
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proofs. So, for example, “if there is possible being, there is a necessary 
being, since that which is possible implies indifference as to being or non- 
being.” However, something that is indifferent to being or nonbeing can- 
not be, except through that which is necessary, that is, determined with 
respect to being. “Therefore if that necessary being in which there is no 
possibility of non-existence is none other than God, and if everything 
else has some degree of possibility, every category of being infers the ex- 
istence of God.”?? Bonaventure presents the same type of argument with 
respect to posterior and prior being, with participated and unparticipated 
(essential) being, with being in potency and being in act, with composite 
and simple being, and with changeable and unchangeable being. 

For his third type of argument, Bonaventure begins with the notion 
that “Every truth which is so certain that it cannot be thought not to be 
is indubitably true.”*+ The existence of God is such a truth. Bonaventure 
says the first premise is self-evident; the second can be shown in many 
different ways. 

In one of the ways he shows the second premise, Bonaventure presents 
a version of his “ideological” proof. He begins with the premise that what- 
ever can be thought of is capable of being stated. However, it is impossible 
to say that God does not exist without also saying that God does exist. 
“This becomes clear in the following way. If there is no truth, then it is 
true to say: ‘There is no truth.’ But if this is true, then something is true. 
And if something is true, there is a first truth.” Thus, Bonaventure con- 
cludes, it is not possible to say, or even to think, that God does not exist. 
(Bonaventure appeals on various occasions to some version of the argu- 
ment from truth. In his view, the affirmation of any truth affirms the cause 
of all truth.)*° 

It is among this third type that we also find Bonaventure’s defense of 
Anselm’s “ontological” proof: “God is that than which nothing greater 
can be conceived. But since it is true that that which cannot be thought 
not to be is more true than that which can be thought not to be, 
therefore, if God is that than which nothing greater can be conceived, 
God cannot be thought not to be.”?? In response to Gaunilo’s objection 
about the best possible island, Bonaventure responds that there is no 
comparison, for while a being than which nothing greater can be thought 
is not a contradiction in terms, an island than which no better can be 
thought is. “For an island is a limited being, while the implication is 
proper to the most perfect being.”?* Limit necessarily involves imperfec- 
tion and, therefore, something less than that which no better can be 
thought. 
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Knowledge of God 


We have no external sense experience of God. He is not an object in the 
world that we can sense; in fact, God is beyond any genus we can even 
conceive of. “God and man do not share a common genus,” Bonaventure 
says. Indeed, in certain respects, God and creatures may seem so unlike 
that one might conclude there is no way to bridge the gap between the 
infinite and finite. One might decide that all our talk about God involves 
such gross equivocation of terms that the person speaking about God is 
either talking nonsense or constructing an idol. Bonaventure does not 
take this view, but he is clear that our knowledge of God is limited. 

Bonaventure argues that we can speak about God in two ways: (1) 
about what he is not, and (2) about what he is like. The negative way 
(via negativa) involves denying those characteristics that seem inappro- 
priate to a perfect being. The positive way (via positiva) is more complex 
and difficult, since God and creatures do not belong to a common genus. 
Any positive, accurate judgments about God, of whom we do not have 
any sense experience and who is beyond all categories of thought, will be 
possible on the basis of those creatures we do know. Bonaventure clearly 
realizes this and so, at various points in his theological work, outlines a 
doctrine of analogy.” 

Bonaventure understands analogy to be the middle position between 
two extremes: equivocity and univocity.*° Univocity obtains when two 
things share a common nature, a common concept, and have the same 
name, as Aristotle makes clear in Categories.2! Hence, we cannot make 
univocal statements about God. Equivocity obtains when two things share 
the same name but do not share a common concept or meaning. Analogy 
is operative in those situations where two things do not share a common 
nature, but rather a common concept. A stock example is “healthy,” as 
in “healthy food” and “a healthy animal”: Food is healthy insofar as it is 
a cause of health in an animal. In this example, “healthy” does not refer 
to a common nature shared by food and animal, but “healthy” is clearly 
related in the two usages. 

Attempts to present Bonaventure’s comprehensive doctrine of analogy 
have been complicated by the fact that he develops two different, though 
not unrelated, accounts of analogy: one for analogical names (a logical 
doctrine concerning the use of terms) and one for analogical resemblance 
(a metaphysical doctrine for how different things can be alike in reality 
without sharing a common nature).*? Furthermore, there are two modes 
of resemblance: relational resemblance and simple resemblance. The for- 
mer involves agreement between two and two; the latter, agreement be- 
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tween one and one, such that one thing simply is the likeness of the 
other.* The sensible likeness (species) of an object, for example, simply 
resembles that of which it is a likeness. Terms predicated analogously must 
have a foundation in the real, even if the foundation is merely a sameness 
or equivalence of relationships. 


The Nature of God 


These theories of analogical names and analogical resemblance make pos- 
sible Bonaventure’s discussion, in his Disputed Questions on the Mystery of 
the Trinity, of the perfections (or attributes) of God. In this text, Bona- 
venture argues that the Divine Being is simple, infinite, eternal, and im- 
mutable. 

The Divine Being is supremely simple because he lacks not only actual 
composition, but potential composition as well. He explains that a being 
can fail to realize the highest unity for only three possible reasons: (1) 
because it is composed of different elements, (2) because it is a component 
part of another being, or (3) because it has a capacity for entering into 
composition. But certainly it cannot be the case that God is composed 
of part of another: then he would not be first. Nor can God be a com- 
ponent part of another being, for then he would not be perfect, and what 
is perfect cannot enter into the constitution of another being. Nor can 
the Divine Being have the capacity to enter into composition, for then 
he would be ordered to another being and would not be the Ultimate 
Being. 

Because God is supremely simple, the Divine Being and power are 
infinite insofar as the infinite denies any limit with respect to quantity of 
power. When infinite is used negatively, it negates all limit and finitude, 
but this can be understood in two ways: in accord with the two meanings 
of end. An end can refer both to end-as-limit and end-as-completion. 
“Infinite” thus can be predicated in two ways, either by negating end as 
limit or end as completion. Limit can be understood with regard to ma- 
terial quantity or to spiritual quantity. The first refers to a quantity of 
weight, the second to a quantity of power. When infinite is predicated as 
the negation of a limit in the quantity of weight, “infinite” refers to some 
degree of incompleteness. When infinite is predicated as the negation of 
a limit in the quantity of power, it refers to a perfection, not contrary to 
simplicity. 

Because the Divine Being is simple and infinite, it must be eternal. 
Because it is infinite, it lacks either a beginning or an end. Because it is 
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simple, it lacks both prior or posterior, both of which would include di- 
versity and composition. “Therefore, supreme simplicity involves total si- 
multaneity; supreme immensity involves total interminability; and when 
both of these attributes are joined together, they constitute eternity. For 
eternity is nothing other than the ‘simultaneous and total possession of 
interminable life.’ ”> 

Bonaventure argues that twelve “predications” can be made of the 
“highest excellences” of the Divine Being. By our intelligence, we can 
judge that certain perfections, because they are superior to their contrar- 
ies, must belong to a supreme and perfect being. For example, since we 
understand that living beings are superior to lifeless ones, we must say of 
the Divine Being that it is supremely alive; and because sensing is better 
than lack of sensation, God must perceive all things. In this way, Bona- 
venture derives a list of twelve excellences that can be predicated of God: 
supremely alive, perceiving all things, understanding all things, immortal, 
incorporeal, i.e., a spirit, omnipotent, utterly just, supremely beautiful, 
incorruptible, immutable, perfectly good, and completely happy. These 
excellences can be reduced to three—eternity, wisdom, and happiness— 
and these can be further reduced to one: wisdom, by which is meant, the 
begetting mind (mens generans), its begotten word (verbum proles), and 
the love that binds them (nectens utrumque).*° 

God is almighty in that he is the all-powerful principle and ruler of 
the universe. But this omnipotence does not mean that God can carry 
out acts that contradict the very notion of divinity. Bonaventure does not 
think that God can execute certain types of acts. For example, God can- 
not commit any “acts of culpability” (or wrongful acts); he cannot lie or 
intend evil, that is, what is contrary to the natural order and the divine 
plan. Nor can God undergo any “acts of penalty,” that is, defective acts 
made possible by the sinful Fall, such as feeling sorrow or fear. God cannot 
make something greater than himself or create some being that would be 
infinite in act, or make a square circle. Bonaventure is particularly insis- 
tent upon the last type of acts. He quotes Anselm to support his exclusion 
of contradictory acts: “Whatever is contradictory, be it the smallest thing, 
is not found in God.”3? This point is especially clear when we consider 
that God’s power must be orderly. A well-ordered power does not do the 
impossible, and whatever contradicts “the primordial and eternal princi- 
ples and causes” is impossible. Bonaventure thus concludes that it is im- 
possible “to produce some being infinite in act,” or “to make something 
to be and not be at the same time,” or “to make a past event as never 
having happened.”** 

God is all knowing. God’s wisdom extends to all things: actual or 
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possible; good or evil; past, present, or future. “On account of this utter 
perfection, He knows all things most distinctly in all their actual and 
possible states.”*° This wisdom, insofar as it is aware of all possibilities, is 
referred to as knowledge or cognition. Insofar as this wisdom is aware of 
all that occurs in the universe, it is referred to as vision. Insofar as it is 
aware of all that is done well, it is called approval. Foresight refers to the 
divine wisdom’s awareness of all that is to come about. Providence is 
divine wisdom’s awareness of what God himself will do. Preelection is this 
wisdom’s awareness of who is to be rewarded, and reprobation refers to 
its awareness of who is to be condemned. 

In his discussion of divine wisdom, Bonaventure argues that God 
knows each and every thing in the most distinct fashion, conceiving them 
all most clearly and perfectly. God thus knows the multiplicity of things, 
because he possesses the determining principles and ideas of all individual 
beings; but he possesses this knowledge of the many in such a way that 
it does not threaten his unity because “all the likenesses of these beings 
are one in this divine wisdom.” 

It is important to touch upon what God wills. The fact that God does 
not will to exist everything he knows is implicit in the distinction Bon- 
aventure makes within God’s knowledge between the actual and possible 
divine ideas. God knows more than he says, for the exercise of the divine 
will is precisely what makes the difference between merely possible beings 
and actual beings. God has chosen what comes to be from the infinite 
range of possible things. Bonaventure unambiguously rejects any sort of 
necessitarian view of creation in which everything God knows would 
necessarily have to be. Hence, when Bonaventure speaks of his meta- 
physics being concerned with emanation, he does not mean a necessary 
emanation as we find in certain Neoplatonist metaphysics. Creation re- 
flects the choice of the divine will and is thus an act of love. 

Since the first principle is the highest Being, he must possess a will 
and in the most noble manner. The will of God must be completely 
righteous and effective. It must be perfectly righteous, because in him will 
and truth are one; it must be perfectly effective, because in him will and 
power are identical.’ In other words, in God there can be not even the 
slightest deviation from truth, nor any defect in power. Hence, it is the 
very norm of righteousness and the origin of all efficiency. As a result, 
“nothing can be accomplished without it, nothing can prevail against it, 
and there is nothing it cannot do.” 
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Concurrence 


Bonaventure never ceased to be amazed by the very fact of the existence 
of any created thing. That there is something rather than nothing is a 
theme to which Bonaventure returns with frequency. For him, creation 
from nothing means “to be” after not being. A creature is a being from 
nothing. And every creature bears the mark of its origin—its nothing- 
ness—in at least three important ways. Together these marks establish the 
radical contingency of things, that they are not the cause of themselves. 

First, there is, what he calls on numerous occasions throughout his 
writings, a fundamental “vertibility” in things. That is, all created things 
retain a disposition to revert to the nothingness from which they came 
and from which they are preserved at every moment by the will of God.® 
In other words, existence is always, at every moment, a gift, and not 
something accruing to a thing as an aspect of its being. God alone is 
invertible, for he alone is being. That which has come from nonbeing is 
thus not invertible in its nature. Another way of putting this point might 
be to say that existence includes no “right” to existence. It is only by the 
first principle’s concurrence that things are sustained in being. Indeed, the 
continued existence of finite and changing being is the primordial evi- 
dence of the first principle’s goodness. 

Two other metaphysical qualities that all creatures have are also “pos- 
sibility” (possibilitas) and “vanity” (vanitas). Both of these qualities are 
found in creatures because they are from nothing. Bonaventure argues 
that, since every creature receives being (esse) from another, it is not its 
own being. Implicit in this argument is the premise that that which re- 
ceives being must not already possess it. But a being that receives being 
is not pure act and so is radically contingent, that is, able to exist but 
not existing of itself, ie, possible. 

Every creature also possesses “vanity” (vanitas) because it was produced 
from nothing. The vain thing is not able to sustain itself. But no thing 
is able to sustain itself in being that has received being from nothing. 
Bonaventure describes a being that is from nonbeing as “vain.” “Vanity” 
is his term for a finite being’s inherent vertibility. He contends that all 
things are vain; every thing is sustained by the presence of truth. That a 
thing exists is as if someone were suspending a heavy body in the air. 

The power of bringing something to be from nothing could only be 
unlimited and hence belong to God alone. In addition, if he creates the 
world, he must bring it out of nothing for he cannot possibly make it of 
his own substance. 

All things abide by the first principle. Furthermore, the distinguishing 
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characteristic of the creature is its utter dependence, for it could not be 
apart from God. “Of itself, therefore, the creature is nothing. Whatever 
it has it is indebted for. Thus it is that the creature, because of its defi- 
ciency, always remains dependent upon its Principle.”4* God’s constant 
presence, clemency, and influence maintain the creature in existence. 
“Such concurrence, although it applies to all creatures, is called a grace, 
for it derives, not from any obligation, but from the liberality of divine 
bounty.”*° In short, it lacks stability, “and therefore is not able to be except 
by the presence of the one who gave being to it.”47 “An example of this 
is clear in the impression of the form of a seal in water, which is not 
preserved for a moment unless the seal is present.”48 

Indeed, the divine will is so utterly efficacious that “no one can effect 
anything unless that will operates and cooperates with him.”# The divine 
will is beneficent, a will of good pleasure as Bonaventure calls it. Indeed, 
he has a strong notion of the divine will’s constant and ever-present work 
in creation. “Everything that occurs in the universe comes about by this 
will of good pleasure.”*° He quotes approvingly Augustine’s claim in De 
Trinitate that nothing occurs apart from the divine will: “Nothing visible 
and sensible ever occurs in the immeasurably vast and comprehensive 
empire of the created world that does not proceed by either command or 
permission from the inner, invisible, and rational authority of the supreme 
Emperor.”*! 


Exemplarism 


In Eighty-three Different Questions (De diversis quaestionibus LXXXIII), Au- 
gustine posited the Platonic forms as ideas in the divine mind. The Neo- 
platonist, Philo of Alexandria (ca. 15 B.c.-50 A.D.), had made the same 
move in his work, De opificio mundi. It is through the Augustinian text, 
however, that Philo’s thesis came to influence Christian philosophers in 
the West. This is no small move. This move also means that created 
natures reflect the divine mind. Creation expresses the divine truth, the 
divine exemplar; it “speaks” of that of which it is the likeness.>* Reality 
has meaning—not only in the sense that there is a ground for the uni- 
versal that the mind forms from the concrete singular, but also in the 
sense that the concrete thing is a likeness of the divine mind. 

As already seen, Bonaventure’s threefold division of metaphysics high- 
lights an important intermediate step in the larger dynamic of exitus and 
reditus—his theory of exemplarism. Bonaventure’s exemplarism is not an 
aspect of his thought, but its heart and center. His theory will therefore 
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be given considerable attention. Bonaventure argues that the meta- 
physician proceeds from the consideration of finite, particular substances 
to the infinite, universal substance. Insofar as he considers all things in 
reference to the first principle of the universe, he is like the natural phi- 
losopher; insofar as he considers all things in reference to the final cause, 
he is like the moral philosopher; but insofar as he considers the exemplary 
cause of all things, he shares this subject matter with no one else. Indeed, 
so central is exemplarism to metaphysics that the only real metaphysician 
is the one who considers being in the light of that principle which is the 
exemplar of all things. 

Having come to a basic notion of God, and having established that 
God is all knowing, we can now take up the nature of the divine mind. 
In a famous sermon, Bonaventure praises Plato for preserving the way of 
wisdom, while Aristotle, the way of science. Bonaventure wants to bring 
these two together. Aristotle was correct to criticize Plato for limiting 
knowledge to an ideal world, but he was wrong to neglect the eternal 
ideas. Indeed, Aristotle is not a true metaphysician, because he rejected 
transcendent form and so failed to perceive the transcendent cause of the 
world. He compounded the error by holding that the world is eternal. 
Plato was right to turn to the eternal, and thus preserve the way of 
wisdom. 


Because Plato related all certain knowledge to the intelligible or ideal 
world, he was justly criticized by Aristotle, not because he was wrong in 
affirming the Ideas and the eternal reasons, since Augustine praises him for 
this; but because—despising the sensible world—he wished to reduce all 
certain knowledge to the Ideas. In doing this, he would seem to provide a 
firm basis for the way of wisdom which proceeds according to the eternal 
reasons; but he destroyed the way of science which proceeds according to 
created reasons. On the other hand, Aristotle provided a firm foundation 
for the way of science while neglecting the way of wisdom. It seems, 
therefore, that among the philosophers, the word of wisdom is to be granted 
to Plato and the word of science to Aristotle.» 


Bonaventure contends that it was one of Augustine’s great insights that 
he understood this. Augustine preserves both the way of science and the 
way of wisdom. Bonaventurian realism insists that Plato, Aristotle, and 
Augustine sit at the feet of the same master and speak of the one truth, 
but it is Augustine who is preeminent. While taking account of many 
Aristotelian doctrines, Bonaventure painstakingly attempts to reconcile 
Plato and Aristotle on the issue that most radically divides them, namely, 
the transcendence of form. Bonaventure thinks that Plato, with his doc- 
trine of forms as the ultimate basis of thought and reality, understood 
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rightly that forms must transcend the singular and sensible, but that Ar- 
istotle correctly understood that forms must be immanent in finite singular 
things. It is Augustine, Bonaventure thinks, who saw that both Plato and 
Aristotle must be right in different ways—that form must be transcendent 
and immanent, both present in the concrete singular and yet beyond any 
passing things. Augustine is the one who corrects Plato by positing the 
forms as ideas in the mind of God. As divine ideas, the forms find their 
“home” and can thus serve as exemplars for the things that come to be. 
One implication of the positing of the forms as divine ideas is that there 
is an infinitude of possible beings, for the mind of God is infinite. The 
only restriction on these ideas is the law of contradiction. A square circle 
or a goat-stag cannot exist in reality, because neither can be thought by 
that mind that makes it possible for anything to be at all; and these 
contradictions cannot be thought, because they are not really thoughts at 
all—they are contradictory, which is to say, incoherent and meaningless. 

The view that the divine mind is the ultimate locus of forms of being 
is referred to as “exemplarism.” Bonaventure regards exemplarism as the 
heart and center of metaphysics. The central concern of metaphysics, 
then, is the ultimate ground of being under a particular aspect: namely, 
as the source for reality’s having meaning or making sense at all, as the 
source of things being what they are and not other things, and as the 
source for being graspable by mind at all. To deny form is to deny that 
the real is attainable by mind, but Bonaventure thinks that to deny the 
forms as divine ideas is to fall short of seeing the necessary ground or 
condition for the possibility of truth. The metaphysician, however, does 
not stop at the fact that God is the exemplar cause of all things; he must 
also consider the nature of such a making cause. 

In a late work, the Disputed Questions on the Knowledge of Christ, Bon- 
aventure takes up the question “whether God knows things by means of 
their likenesses or by means of their proper essence.”** The underlying 
premises of Bonaventure’s response are that God must know his own cre- 
ation and must know in a way appropriate to him. 

God cannot know things by means of their proper essences, for then 
there would be plurality in God. It is the representative likenesses that 
are the principles of knowledge, “since knowledge, precisely as knowledge, 
involves expression and assimilation between the subject and object.” 
Bonaventure explains that the eternal ideas cannot be distinct from the 
Creator, and so, they must be the representative likenesses (and exemplary 
forms) of created things.*® 

Bonaventure is then careful to distinguish two different types of like- 
ness: a likeness of imitation (similitudo imitativa) and an exemplary likeness 
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(similitudo exemplativa). For the former, Bonaventure gives the example of 
the creature who is a likeness of the Creator. For the latter, he gives the 
example of the exemplary idea in the Creator, which is also a likeness of 
the creature. In both of these, the likeness is expressing and expressive.*” 

Bonaventure then goes on to explain that there are two ways of know- 
ing: one that causes things to be and one that is caused by things. The 
latter requires a likeness of imitation;** the knowledge that causes things 
to be, however, requires an exemplary likeness. “Such a likeness does 
not come from outside; hence, it implies neither composition nor any 
imperfection.” Bonaventure takes as given that the divine intellect is 
“the supreme light, the full truth, and pure act,” then he argues that just 
as the divine power that can produce things is sufficient in itself, “so the 
divine light and truth is sufficient in itself to express all things. And since 
this expression is an intrinsic act, it is eternal. Because an expression is 
a form of assimilation, the divine intellect—expressing all things eternally 
in its supreme truth—possesses from eternity the exemplary Ideas of all 
creatures.”©! God creates on his own; God knows on his own; and because 
of what it means for God to know, it must be from all eternity. 

It is the likeness of exemplarity that grounds knowledge, and this type 
of likeness is found in the Creator by which he creates.*? Bonaventure 
explains that if our intellect were fully in act, it would need no likeness 
from outside, but it too would still use a likeness for knowing beings.® 

Bonaventure argues that truth is “a principle of knowledge” (ratio cog- 
noscendi), and this can be understood in two ways. First, it is identical 
with the “entity of a being” (“rei entitas”). “To this, Augustine writes in 
his Soliloquies, that ‘truth is whatever exists.’” Second, “truth is the ex- 
pressive light in intellectual knowledge.” Bonaventure quotes Anselm for 
support: “Truth is a rightness perceptible only to the mind.” He then 
explains that in the first way, truth is the remote principle of knowledge; 
but in the second way, it is the proximate and immediate principle. 
Truth is found in the supreme degree in the likeness that is the exemplar 
of creation. “Such a likeness expresses the creature more perfectly than 
the created being itself can.” Indeed, no truth can be seen apart from 
this first truth. 

Bonaventure thinks this exemplar is accessible to human reason.® Be- 
ing (Ipsum Esse) has expressed himself perfectly in an intrinsic word that 
is the similitudo expressa. It is this likeness that is the exemplar for all 
things. This medium is the key to the whole: “If you understand the Word, 
you understand all knowable things.”® Bonaventure thus makes the un- 
created Word the center of reality and therefore of metaphysical inves- 
tigation. 
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To explain, Bonaventure thinks that mind, engaged in thinking, nec- 
essarily generates an interior “word.” In a question on whether the divine 
Word is spoken of essentially or notionally, Bonaventure discusses speak- 
ing to oneself: 


To speak to oneself is nothing other than to conceive something by the 
mind. The mind, however, conceives by understanding, and by understand- 
ing another conceives a likeness to the other, by understanding itself con- 
ceives a likeness to itself, because the understanding is assimilated to the 
thing understood. The mind therefore, by speaking to itself within itself 
conceives a likeness to itself, and this is the conceived word.” 


Speaking to oneself is a conceiving in the mind, and this requires a 
likeness. This conceiving is a speaking because one cannot conceive with- 
out speaking an interior word. “In another way to speak to another is to 
express the ‘concept’ of the mind and to this [speaking] corresponds the 
word brought forth.””! There is an intrinsic fecundity to thought such 
that it naturally produces its term—the Word. 

This is not to say, however, that the metaphysician attains a notion of 
the Trinity. Indeed, he does not come to see the medium of being as the 
“Christ” or Messiah, nor as the revealed Son of God: 


Although the metaphysician is able to rise from the consideration of created 
and particular substance to that of the universal and uncreated and the very 
notion of being, so that he reaches the ideas of beginning, center and final 
end, yet he does not attain the notions of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
For the metaphysician rises to the notion of this being by seeing it in the 
light of the original principle of all things, and in this he meets physical 
science that studies the origin of things. He also rises to the notion of this 
being in the light of the final end, and in this he meets moral philosophy 
or ethics, which leads all things back to the one Supreme Good as to the 
final end by considering either practical or speculative happiness. But when 
he considers this being in the light of that principle which is the exemplar 
of all things, he meets no other science, but is a true metaphysician.” 


Augustine made the fundamental move of positing the ideas in the 
divine mind. These ideas of all things are expressions from the Word. The 
ideas of all creatures are in the Word; they are one with the divine es- 
sence. However, since there can be no real distinction in God except 
between the subsistent relations that are the three Persons, there is no 
distinction in what these ideas are; there is only a distinction in what 
they connote. They only are because he thinks them—they are expres- 
sions of his mind, but his mind would still be what it is even without 
these ideas. These ideas include everything actual or possible, all univer- 
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sals and all individuals. There is thus an infinite number of them, indeed, 
“an infinity of infinities.” 

It should be clear from even this brief overview that Bonaventure was 
deeply aware of Aristotle’s errors and their interrelatedness. His suspicion 
of Aristotle increased, presumably as a result of the development of the 
extreme Aristotelianism of the Averroists. The only proper reading of 
Aristotle is a critical one; an uncritical reading leads to a whole mesh of 
errors. If one affirms the eternity of the world, then one denies creation, 
for creation is necessarily in time. If one denies exemplarism, then God 
does not know his creation. It follows that God knows only himself, as 
Aristotle implies in his Metaphysics. If God does not know his creation, 
then he can exercise no government or providence over it. All events 
would then transpire as a result of chance or necessity. Of course, if there 
is no providence, there is no ultimate justice in the world. There is no 
ultimate reward and punishment. All of these views flow from the denial 
of exemplarism.” It is difficult to overstate the centrality of this doctrine 
in Bonaventure’s whole synthesis. 

An implication of Bonaventure’s expressionism is that the universe is 
like a book reflecting, representing, and describing its Maker. Indeed, 
there is a hierarchy of expressions, for all things reflect God as a trace, 
rational spirits as images, and the God-conformed as likenesses. The uni- 
verse reflects the wisdom of which it is an expression. 

Another implication of this expressionism is that all sensible things 
are a lie in comparison with the Word.” Everything exists more nobly, 
even if not more truly, in the eternal art. Bonaventure could be easily 
misinterpreted here. When this statement is placed in the context of his 
larger philosophy, it seems clear that he does not mean that God lies in 
creation, but that the dissimilarity is great enough between exemplar and 
exemplified, i.e., between sign and signified, that the hearer can be easily 
misled into thinking that the sensible stands alone and has no signifi- 
cance. 

According to Bonaventure’s exemplarism, reality reflects the divine 
ideas that are exemplars in the divine mind. As noted below, Bonaventure 
thinks that knowing truth involves attaining or “glimpsing” these eternal 
reasons, though in an opaque manner. Therefore, while Bonaventure 
maintains with Aristotle that cognition is a mode of being and thus a 
way of union, the union is never just between the object and the knower, 
for the object is also a sign that points to a transcendent order, which is 
found in the mind that knows all forms. Reality is the expression of the 
Mind that knows it; hence, our knowing is always a journey of the mind 
to God.” Bonaventure develops what may be called a semiotic meta- 
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physics. All things or substances are signs, intentionally expressed by a 
sign-giver. Indeed, so thoroughly is the divine mind and its own interior 
word expressed in the universe that the world is truly a book—an intel- 
ligible, coherent, structured monograph expressing the Great Mind of all 
the ages. 


Consummation 


The study of Aristotle in the thirteenth century led scholars to a larger 
view of the human capacity to know.’ Although Aristotle’s theory of 
cognition is ambiguous on a number of points, it could easily be inter- 
preted to imply that cognition is a strictly natural process without need 
of divine or heavenly assistance. This naturalistic interpretation seemed, 
in the view of many thirteenth-century thinkers, to run counter to the 
long-established view of Augustine that the human mind is not sufficient 
in itself to carry out its basic operation of knowing truth, but is in need 
of divine assistance, usually described in terms of light imagery or “divine 
illumination.” In the thirteenth century, a number of writers attempted 
to defend this illuminationism, which they saw as the immemorial Chris- 
tian view. They appealed to Augustine, who, in fact, did not develop a 
systematic theory of illumination, but rather alluded to it in some rather 
loosely scattered and often ambiguous references in his corpus. William 
of Auvergne and Robert Grosseteste were among the earliest of these 
“Augustinians”; others followed in their path: Alexander of Hales, Jean 
de la Rochelle, and Richard Rufus of Cornwall, to name a few. As the 
influence of Aristotle increased, there was increasing pressure to be logi- 
cal, systematic, and scientific, according to the canons established by Ar- 
istotle.” In the late thirteenth century, John Peckham (in his Commentary 
on the Sentences, 1266-1268), Matthew of Aquasparta (in his questions 
De fide, 1277-1278 and in De cognitione, 1278-1279), Roger Marston (in 
his questions De anima, 1281-1282) all defended theories of illumina- 
tion,’® but the most prominent, and perhaps most extreme, theory of 
illumination was advanced by Henry of Ghent (ca. 1217-1293). Out of 
the work of such men from the 1250s forward developed for the first time 
a complete doctrine of divine illumination.” 

In the 1290s, Duns Scotus reacted against Henry’s interpretation with 
such a thorough critique that his attack seemingly brought an end to 
theories of illumination for generations. “Bonaventure’s Questions ceased 
to be copied, and his Sermon survived to our day in only one manu- 
script.”®° It was not until the Renaissance revival of Scholasticism, and 
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specifically, until the work of certain Capuchin Franciscans, that an il- 
lumination theory returned. The Capuchins made an effort to return to 
the teachings of Bonaventure, but their sources were very limited.*! 

“{lumination” is an analogous term, borrowed from the corporeal 
world to describe an immaterial activity. It is also important to keep in 
mind that, for Bonaventure, there are three lights at work in human 
understanding: (1) the natural light of the intellect itself; (2) the light of 
cognitive objects in the sensible world; and (3) the most problematic, the 
eternal light of God.*? When we talk about illumination theory, we are 
usually speaking of the role of the last light, the divine light, in human 
knowing. 

Like “recollection” in Plato’s own writings, its main point is to insist 
that the mind attains reality, indeed, that the highest goal of human 
cognition is the contemplation of “the permanent things,” or the eternal 
truth (in Bonaventure’s theory). Precisely because this knowing is the 
attainment of the permanent things, of eternal truth, an activity that 
allows the mind to transcend the temporal illumination must be invoked. 
Recollection and illumination fulfill similar roles in this regard. Unlike 
“recollection,” however, “illumination” stresses the human mind as pas- 
sive, rather than active. 

There are occasional hints of Bonaventure’s theory of illumination in 
his early Commentary on the Sentences; it is only in other texts that he 
commits himself to such a theory. His Disputed Questions on the Knowledge 
of Christ (Quaestiones disputatae de scientia Christi) and his sermon, Unus 
est magister vester, Christus are two key texts, loci classici, for his illumi- 
nation theory. A close examination of these works, however, rules out 
certain interpretations and shows that Bonaventure’s doctrine of illumi- 
nation is concerned with the judgment and its mode of certitude.*? In 
fact, it becomes evident in the course of analyzing the various texts below 
that Bonaventure’s so-called “illumination theory” is fundamentally “a 
metaphysical analysis of certitude.”** 

There have been four major interpretations of Bonaventure’s illumi- 
nation theory: (1) ontologistic, which tends to see illumination as giving 
the human mind immediate access to the divine mind; (2) ideogenic, 
which sees illumination taking place in the formation of our basic ideas 
or concepts; (3) formal, which sees illumination taking place in the 
judgment;** and (4) synthesizing, which combines theories two and three. 

In 1874, the fourth question On the Knowledge of Christ was published. 
Ontologists seized upon the question as evidence that they belonged in a 
long and distinguished line of thinkers that went back through Nicholas 
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Malebranche (1638-1715) and Bonaventure to Augustine, the Alexan- 
drines, and finally Plato.§? One of the leading ontologists of the nine- 
teenth century, Vicenzo Gioberti, cites the Itinerarium in his introduction 
to philosophy.** Indeed, in 1859, G. C. Ubaghs of Louvain set out to show 
that Bonaventure was the source of ontologism.*? 

The Franciscan, G. Ortoleva, was perhaps the first to “rescue” Bona- 
venture from the Ontologists by situating his doctrine in the context of 
all his writings, that is, the Sentences, the newly found Questions on the 
Knowledge of Christ, the Itinerariwm, and the Collations on the Six Days 
(Collationes in hexaemeron).°° The debate, however, between the ontolo- 
gistic and the non-ontologistic reading of Bonaventure’s theory raged into 
the 1890s, with the coup de grace delivered by one of the editors of 
Bonaventure’s Opera omnia, Ignatius Jeiler, who vigorously refutes the on- 
tologistic reading in the scholion to the Itinerarium, published in the crit- 
ical edition of 1890.°! 

The synthesizing interpretation of illumination has been advanced by 
Bernard Gendreau, who argues that even “on the level of apprehension 
and definition there is a role played by the eternal ideas to assure the 
value of the knowledge.”” In other words, divine illumination is required 
for certitude about the content of the knowledge acquired naturally, even 
beginning in sense perception: “The genesis and acquisition of knowledge 
itself would thus be achieved by human reason alone, while the certainty 
and the infallibility of the acquired or arrived at knowledge would be 
based upon the eternal reason and would require divine illumination to 
be realized.” 

Bonaventure’s illumination theory has to be interpreted, however, in 
the light of two key doctrines that help clarify the theory and how it 
works: first, a sophisticated exemplarism that is the ultimate context in 
which illumination operates; and second, an Aristotelian abstraction the- 
ory, which includes a doctrine of the agent intellect. Bonaventure com- 
bines both illumination theory, which he borrows from Augustine, and 
an abstraction theory, which he borrows, with change, from Aristotle. 
Placed in the context of exemplarism and abstraction theory, we can see 
that Bonaventure holds illumination to fulfill an epistemic and normative 
role rather a noetic and ideogenic one. In other words, illumination 
functions within the judging acts of the human mind to clarify, stabilize, 
and confer certitude on particular types of judgments. 

First of all, it should be pointed out that the ontologistic and ideogenic 
interpretations of Bonaventure’s illumination theory would render an 
agent intellect and the activity of abstraction as utterly superfluous. In 
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attempting to account for knowledge, the whole role of such theories is 
to explain how that which is not intelligible is made so by an activity of 
the intellect. Bonaventure, however, clearly defends such an intellectual 
activity on the part of the individual human being in the texts from his 
Commentary on the Sentences. 

Bonaventure is keenly aware of the mutability of things. Therefore, it 
seems that there are two fundamental problems in knowing the particular: 
first, there is a gap between the particular and the universal in what we 
think and talk about; second, the sensible is mutable, the universal is not. 
Hence, the aspect of knowing that is difficult to explain, as Bonaventure 
conceives it, seems not to be in sense perception, nor in the uncovering 
of the intelligible in the sensible. The agent intellect, working in close 
conjunction with the passive intellect, is capable of the requisite abstrac- 
tive activity. The aspect of knowing that is really difficult to explain seems 
to be how a mutable mind, which at one time did not exist, could make 
necessary and immutable judgments about mutable concrete things, or 
about immutable universals, which still at some time did not exist, for 
the necessity and immutability of these judgments seem to be of such a 
nature that they could not not be true at any time. In other words, the 
judgments made by the mind possess an absolute necessity and certitude 
so great that they are truly outside of time—they are eternal. For example, 
there is no time at which it is not true that every dog is a mammal. 

The key point to understand, then, is that illumination in Bonaven- 
ture’s theory is necessary to explain this final “gap” encountered in knowl- 
edge: the gap between the intelligible and the absolute necessity of certain 
judgments—a necessity that renders these judgments such that they could 
not exist otherwise under any conditions, and such that there is no time 
at which they are not true. The judgment, “Every dog is a mammal,” is 
true, even if no dog ever exists. This truth is eternal. But neither the 
mind nor the thing could provide this eternal character, because neither 
the mind nor the thing is eternal. It must be that mind, in coming to 
this judgment and seeing its necessity, has been aided by a standard, a 
cause that is eternal. Illumination, then, is necessary to explain the mo- 
dality of true judgments. 

The adoption of an abstraction theory implies that the mind is the 
agent in rendering the concrete and particular as universal, or, in other 
words, the sensible as intelligible. An alternative to this explanation for 
speaking accurately about cats and dogs and other universal terms is to 
adopt an intuition theory, which holds that the mind directly intuits the 
universal in the particular, or the intelligibility of the sensible in the 
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concrete, sensible thing. Bonaventure, however, clearly does not adopt an 
intuition theory. Furthermore, if illumination functioned at the level of 
sense perception, there would also be no need for an abstraction theory, 
because the heavenly light would presumably have already rendered the 
particular universal and the sensible intelligible. It would then merely be 
necessary for the judgment to start connecting the dots: Fido is a dog, 
and dogs are animals. 

The human mind, Bonaventure says, can be in one of four states about 
any given proposition: ignorance, doubt, opinion, or certitude. The last 
state occurs when there is such firm adherence to a proposition that the 
mind recognizes it cannot be otherwise than it is, either because it would 
violate the principle of noncontradiction, or nature would have to be 
other than it is under ordinary circumstances. However, in order for the 
mind to adhere so firmly to a proposition, it must recognize some quality 
that warrants such firm devotion. Thus, we may speak of both objective 
and subjective certainty. That is to say, we may speak of a mind “being 
certain” or of a proposition “being certain,” meaning a given proposition 
warrants the former state of mind. Bonaventure holds that in order for 
the human mind to recognize this quality of a proposition, it must receive 
assistance from the objective standard of all truth. This standard must 
illumine the intellect such that it can recognize the objective quality of 
the proposition and so warrant the intellect’s firm adherence. This is not 
to deny that one can have subjective certitude about a false proposition, 
but this misjudgment is not the failure of illumination, but of the judge. 

The judgment, Bonaventure says, has to be made by reason that ab- 
stracts from place, time, and change. Everything that we judge with cer- 
titude, we judge by a standard (regula) that is immutable and beyond limits 
in time or space. “But nothing is absolutely immutable and unlimited in 
time and space unless it is eternal, and everything that is eternal is either 
God or in God.” Consequently, Bonaventure concludes that we judge by 
a higher light than just our intellect. The intellect is not sufficient in 
itself to explain knowledge, since knowledge seems to involve character- 
istics that cannot be derived either from things themselves or from the 
mind. Seemingly, we have guidance from divine reason, an infallible rule, 
and the light of truth itself. These immutable and eternal standards serve 
as laws by which we judge all sense objects. Bonaventure quotes the sec- 
ond book of Augustine’s De libero arbitrio, “No one judges them, but by 
them.” These laws exist eternally in the eternal art, “by which, through 
which, and according to which all beautiful things are formed.” “This is 
the Being that contains the form in all creatures, and is the rule that 
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directs all things. Through it our mind judges all things that enter it 
through the senses.” 

De scientia Christi requires careful consideration, because it is crucial to 
establishing that illumination applies to the judgment. In question 4, Bon- 
aventure asks “whether that which is known by us with certitude is known 
in the eternal reasons themselves.” 

In the response to the fourth question, Bonaventure argues that the 
human intellect attains to the eternal reasons “as that reason which reg- 
ulates and moves,” if it attains certain knowledge. It is important to 
notice here that Bonaventure is not saying that the eternal reasons are 
the only principles of knowledge by any means, nor that they are attained 
with clarity—they are realized only obscurely and as in a mirror; never- 
theless, they are necessary principles for certain knowledge. 

Bonaventure outlines three ways it could be said that everything that 
is known is known in the light of the eternal reasons. The first way would 
involve knowing with certitude only the intelligible and archetypal world, 
but then, we would not know the sensible world. The second way would 
involve postulating that the eternal reasons are an influence of the un- 
created light, but this is to make the light a creature and thus to demand 
of it more than it can give. This interpretation of illumination defeats 
the whole purpose of the theory; for the theory attempts to explain how 
the human mind can attain to the immutable and unchangeable, precisely 
what creatures are not, even created influences divinely given. Bonaven- 
ture points to the problem with this interpretation: “The nobility of 
knowledge and the dignity of the knower necessarily require that, in the 
case of certain knowledge, our mind must in some way attain to those 
rules and unchangeable reasons.”* 

The third way, Bonaventure claims, is the middle way. It holds that 
“for certain knowledge, the eternal reason is necessarily involved as the 
regulative and motivating principle.”” It obviously is not the sole prin- 
ciple, nor is the eternal reason seen with full clarity. “But along with the 
created reason, it is “contuited” (or glimpsed) by us in part as is fitting in 
this life.”'°° Bonaventure is thus affirming that the eternal reasons are 
necessary to attain certain knowledge. They are the regulating and mov- 
ing principles of that knowledge, but they are not attained in clarity and 
fullness—they are contuited. 

Bonaventure then gives the argument that the nobility of knowledge 
requires this divine illumination. First, “there can be no certain knowl- 
edge except where there is immutability on the part of the object known 
and the infallibility on the part of the knower.”'*! Bonaventure summa- 
rizes these points succinctly: 
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But if full knowledge requires recourse to a truth that is fully immutable 
and stable and to a light that is completely infallible, it is necessary for this 
sort of knowledge to have recourse to the heavenly art as to light and truth, 
a light, I say, which gives infallibility to the knower, and a truth which 
gives immutability to the object of knowledge.'” 


A cause must be adequate to its effect. And the natural light of the 
intellect is not a cause adequate to certain truth, for truth is immutable 
and infallible. Truth does not just involve an intrinsic necessity. 

Bonaventure then proceeds to argue that it is the higher part of the 
rational spirit that adheres (inhaerescit) to the eternal rules, “and by them 
it judges and defines with certitude whatever it defines.”!® In this text, 
Bonaventure is explicitly tying the role of illumination to judging and 
defining. Given what he said immediately before about immutability and 
infallibility, it seems clear that Bonaventure is arguing that judgments 
require divine illumination to meet these conditions for truth. Thus, the 
eternal reasons make possible certain judgments, even though essences 
come to be in the mind through abstraction. Here, we find what has been 
called an association of illumination and Aristotelian science.!°* The 
mind must have a measure for all its judgments, and nothing less than 
the supreme measure will do.!% 

Bonaventure reaffirms this understanding of illumination as applying 
to the judgment: “Therefore, natural things are known in the eternal 
reasons by the power of judgment that is natural to reason.”! This is a 
key quote. Bonaventure is not claiming that God somehow causes knowl- 
edge at the level of ideogenesis. The eternal reasons are not the formal 
cause of knowledge, for obviously, then, our knowledge would not be of 
worldly things. 

In this regard, Bonaventure found precedent in Augustine. Augustine 
has a passage in his De Trinitate where he clearly speaks of divine illu- 
mination with reference to practical judgments about right and wrong 
(Bonaventure quotes part of it in question 4 of De scientia Christi): 


Yet it [the mind] is reminded to turn to the Lord as though to a light by 
which it went on being touched in some fashion even when it turned away 
from him. It is in virtue of this light that even the godless can think about 
eternity and rightly praise and blame many elements in the behavior of 
men. And by what standards, I ask you do they judge, if not by ones in 
which they see how a man ought to live, even though they do not live 
like that themselves? Where do they see these standards? Not in their own 
nature, since there is no doubt they see them with the mind, and we all 
agree that their minds are changeable, while anyone who can see this sort 
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of thing can see that these standards are unchangeable. Nor do they see 
them in the attitude of their own minds, since these are standards of justice, 
while it is agreed that their minds are unjust. Then where are these stan- 
dards written down, where can even the unjust man recognize what being 
just is, where can he see that he ought to have what he does not have 
himself? Where indeed are they written but in the book of that light which 
is called truth, from which every just law is copied and transferred into the 
heart of the man who does justice, not by locomotion but by a kind of 
impression, rather like the seal which both passes into the wax and does 
not leave the signet ring?!® 


In another of the replies, Bonaventure makes an important distinction, 
which he had made in passing in the conclusion. Truth is immutable in 
two ways: absolutely and conditionally. If truth is something above the 
mind and is God, then it is immutable absolutely. But if truth refers to 
something created, then it is not immutable in an absolute sense, but only 
in a conditional sense, “because every creature comes from non-being and 
can return to non-being”!® (a creature’s “vertability”). There are levels of 
signification: Truth can be signified either as it is in matter, in the soul, 
or in the divine art, or in all three places simultaneously. Truth in the 
external sign is a sign of the truth in the soul. Since the soul occupies 
the middle place between God and created things, it is related in its 
superior part to the higher things; in its inferior part, it is related to lower 
things. “Therefore it receives a relative certitude from below, so it receives 
an absolute certitude from above.”!? The sort of truth that is above the 
soul is absolutely immutable, but the sort of truth that is immutable in a 
relative sense is “multiplied” in diverse being, and it is this sort of truth 
that is the concern of demonstration. “But that truth which is absolutely 
immutable can be seen only by those who are able to enter that innermost 
silence of the soul, and to this no sinner is able to come, but only one 
who is supremely in love with eternity.”!!° This reply and its distinction 
between absolutely and relatively immutable truth are crucial to elimi- 
nating an ontologistic reading of Bonaventure. He is not saying that the 
knower reads the divine mind or a transcendent real. 

In a text from early in his career, On the Free Choice of the Will, Au- 
gustine writes: “Whatever I may experience with my bodily senses... I 
cannot know how long it will endure. But seven plus three are ten not 
only now but forever. There has never been a time when seven and three 
were not ten, nor will there ever be a time when they are not ten.”!!! 
According to Augustine, truth is necessary and immutable, and what is 
immutable can never cease to be—truth is eternal. Neither the finite 
mind nor the thing known is sufficient cause for the eternal character of 
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truth. Truth cannot be accounted for by the created order. Truth is neither 
inferior to our minds nor its equal—it can only be superior and more 
excellent. In order to attain the height that is truth, the ever-changing 
human mind must receive illumination from an eternal and immutable 
source.''? In other words, only illumination from an eternal being can 
account for the human mind’s attaining truth. Augustine bequeathed this 
understanding of truth to the Latin Middle Ages, during which time, 
illumination was a dominant epistemological theory.' 

Bonaventure was to return to the topic of illumination on at least three 
other occasions. One of these is his sermon, “Christ the One Teacher of 
All.” “Certitude can be had neither from a principle that can be deceived 
nor from a light that can be obscured. The necessary light is not that of 
created intelligence but that of uncreated Wisdom which is Christ.”!4 

In Collationes in hexaemeron, he clearly ties the operation of the divine 
truth on the human intellect to the judgment. He says, “Truth is the light 
of the soul.” In this same place, Bonaventure speaks of a triplex veritas: 
a truth of things, a truth of signs or words, and a truth of behavior. This 
is an intricate teaching, but for our purposes, it is worth noting that 
Bonaventure speaks of truth from the viewpoint of the receiving subject 
as “the reason of understanding.” The truth of words comes from the 
reason of understanding. On the part of the receiving subject, truth is 
operative, making possible the apprehension of the truth of things, of 
words, and of things to be done. The supreme truth makes possible the 
apprehension of the triplex veritas. 

The eternal art is that by which we judge, even though it is not the 
object of cognition. It illumines our judgments, even if it does not provide 
the objects of those judgments. But the necessity and timelessness of right 
judgments cannot be derived from the things themselves. The standard 
by which things are judged seems to be unchanging and not subject to 
time, but the only thing not subject to change or time is God. Bonaven- 
ture thus holds that the divine light illumines our judgments in that it 
provides the standard by which the judgment is made. This light from 
above provides our judgments with a certitude that they would otherwise 
lack. 

Bonaventure’s theory is admittedly not completely clear. It is difficult 
to determine with precision exactly what “regulating and moving cause” 
means. Gilson correctly states the nuances of Bonaventure’s theory: “It 
[divine illumination] does not simply sustain it [knowledge] as a cause, 
and it does not transfigure it from within as does a grace, but it moves it 
[knowledge] from within as a hidden object.”!!° In short, divine illumi- 
nation applies primarily to the judgment in the order of certitude. 
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The light that Bonaventure posits is neither just a general influence 
of God nor a special light of grace.!!7 On this problem, it is probably best 
to take Bonaventure at his word and reject attempts to read divine illu- 
mination as either grace or as a created influence. At the very least, there 
may be all sorts of reasons to reject divine illumination, but one of them 
cannot be that it is impossible for God to illumine the intellect. It is 
evident that God is not the sole means of our knowing: If he were, wisdom 
would be identical with knowledge of temporal things, that is, natural 
science. Nor is God’s mind the direct object of our cognition: If it were, 
then the beatific vision would be superfluous. Nor can God be the exclu- 
sive means: If he were, we would not need sense experience.!!§ 

With this said, divine illumination’s operation on the judgment would 
seem to apply in two areas: with regard to achieving certitude both in 
speculative and in practical judgments. For example, knowing the prin- 
ciple of noncontradiction is of such a character that involves divine il- 
lumination. To say that this is an eternal and immutable truth is to say 
that it transcends all time; there are no real or possible conditions under 
which it is not true. 

However, one might immediately object that the human intellect, 
where this truth resides, is not eternal and is not immutable. On the 
contrary, there was a time when this intellect was not, and this mind 
changes, but Bonaventure’s theory insists that there is a truth in things 
themselves insofar as they reflect and express the divine exemplar. This 
is where Bonaventure’s adherence to the Anselmian notion of a twofold 
truth becomes important. Things themselves “speak” this truth, and this 
truth is also in the divine and supreme light. There are no conditions 
under which it is not true, even if no intellect ever knows it. The prin- 
ciple of noncontradiction was true even before any human intellect ex- 
isted, and since this truth is also in the divine light, it is beyond time 
and beyond the finite minds that may know it. Hence, when a mind does 
come to know it, it has moved beyond the passing hour and day and 
touched the eternal. 

Thirteenth-century Scholastics, such as Thomas Aquinas and Duns 
Scotus, took a dramatically different turn on the question of human 
knowledge. Thomas argues that the human intellect possesses an imprint 
of the First Truth and so needs no other light in order to know. Certitude 
is ultimately derived from the first principles; the certitude of any prop- 
osition depends on its reducibility to the first principles of knowledge. 
Question 20 of Aquinas’s Disputed Questions on Truth seems clearly to 
respond to the seventh question of Bonaventure’s On the Knowledge of 
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Christ. Ultimately, Aquinas and Scotus executed a dramatic shift in the 
medieval understanding of knowledge. There are two theses that consti- 
tute the heart of this change: (1) the human mind guarantees the certi- 
tude of its own judgments, and (2) truth is necessary, but not eternal. 
These theses are a significant departure from the older, Augustinian con- 
ception of truth that dominated in the West. After Scotus, truth involves 
necessity but not eternity; after William of Ockham (c. 1285-1347), the 
necessity involved in true propositions is logical and no longer meta- 
physical. 

For Bonaventure, as for Augustine and all the Scholastics, the cogni- 
tion of truth involves immateriality and necessity: We know material 
things in an immaterial way and what we know has an intrinsic necessity 
or it would not be knowledge. The Augustinian school, however, insists 
that knowing involves eternity, which can come from neither the world 
nor the human mind. Knowing truth involves glimpsing eternity. 


Journey of the Mind to God 


One of the classic texts on the theme of consummation is Bonaventure’s 
Itinerarium mentis in Deum. In this work, Bonaventure sees the world as a 
ladder of ascent to God. The journey of the mind in each step is made 
possible by divine illumination. He follows the Augustinian method of 
ascent to God found in the Confessions, in which Augustine speaks of 
returning to himself and then entering into his inward self in order to 
behold the inner light. From within, he looks above.!!” 

The journey begins by looking for the vestiges of God in the external, 
sensible world (chapter 2). The next step is the consideration of God 
through the image ensigned in our natural powers (chapter 3). The jour- 
ney proceeds from without to within, to above, that is, to the consider- 
ation of God in his image, found in the soul, reformed through the gifts 
of grace. The last steps of the journey of the mind to God are found in 
the consideration of the one God as Ipsum Esse and of the triune God as 
Goodness (chapters 5 and 6, respectively). The final step involves a sab- 
bath rest for the mind as the affect totally goes out to God (chapter 7). 
Philosophy thus finds its fulfillment in a mystical union with God, but it 
is important to be aware of the deeply rational character of this mysticism. 
Affect and reason are not opposed to each other in this journey. There 
is a constant complementarity between them, not unlike the relation be- 
tween eros and dialectics in Plato’s philosophy. 
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In this text, the metaphysical reflection on the transcendentals comes 
to fruition in the mind of the faithful pilgrim, for the metaphysics of the 
transcendentals enriches the believer’s contemplation of God. Indeed, the 
faithful pilgrim receives a foretaste of the delights of the beatific vision. 
The transcendentals emerge as the primary theme of the branch of meta- 
physics that Bonaventure’s refers to as “consummation.” The transcen- 
dentals are the path to the First Principle. 

We can see the centrality that these transcendental conditions of being 
occupy in the thought of Bonaventure in his consistent reference to what 
he regards as the universal characteristics of being: “Every creature is one, 
true, and good; has mode, species, and order; and has measure, number, 
and weight—for weight is defined as an orderly tendency. All this applies 
to every creature in general, whether material, spiritual, or composite, as 
is human nature.”!° It is worth considering exactly what Bonaventure 
means when he says that every creature is one, true, and good. 

Bonaventure tells us that we may examine the unity of every being 
from two aspects: from its relation to matter or from its relation to 
form. By reason of its relation to matter, a being is in itself undivided, 
even though it is potentially divisible. By reason of its relation to form, 
a being is distinct and limited. In other words, every being is itself and 
not another being (i.e., it is “this thing”—hoc aliquid) and it is what it 
is.'*! Bonaventure refers to this condition of all beings in the term 
“number.” Every thing has number, for every thing is itself and not an- 
other thing. 

Since the First Principle is supreme and perfect, there must be found 
in it the highest and most universal properties of being: oneness, truth, 
and goodness. “One” describes being insofar as it is whole, by reason of 
inner indivision. “True” describes being in that it is intelligible by reason 
of its indivision between itself and its proper likeness, i-e., the Word. 
“Good” describes being in that it is communicable by reason of its indi- 
vision between itself and its proper operation.!” 

An early thirteenth-century thinker, Philip the Chancellor (ca. 1160- 
1236), seems to be the first to propose the definition of the oneness of 
being as indivision; Alexander of Hales then picked it up and bequeathed 
it to Bonaventure.'? “One” signifies the indivision of a thing; in other 
words, its intrinsic unity. 

At the basis of Bonaventure’s thought is an understanding of God as 
the self-diffusive Good who is the origin of all. “Now just as being itself 
is the principal root of the vision of the essential attributes of God as 
well as the name through which the others become known, so the good 
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itself is the principal foundation of the contemplation of the emana- 
tions.”!24 He describes the “first principle” (“primum principium”), that is, 
God the Father, as “fontalis plenitudo.” He applies to the fontal plenitude 
a principle taken from the Book of Causes (Liber de causis) that the more 
primary a thing is, the more fecund it is.!?° “The opinion of the Philos- 
opher also obtains, who says that principles, the more primary they are, 
the more powerful they are—and the first cause exercise more of an in- 
fluence—and that which is simply first has the highest influence in every 
way.”!26 Indeed, it is accurate to say that the principle underlying the 
entire Bonaventurian synthesis is that the good is self-diffusive and that 
the highest good is the most self-diffusive. 

It should not be surprising then, that all the branches of knowledge 
lead to theology and the contemplation of God. De reductione artium ad 
theologiam is a presentation of the theme of consummation, but in the 
context of education. Bonaventure gives systematic expression to Hugh 
of St. Victor’s reform of education, which he set forth in the Didascalicon. 
All knowledge, as found in the arts and sciences, is a return to God 
through Christ. The reductio is first a leading back of all the disciplines 
to theology, the center of Christian culture. All knowledge leads up to 
the study of sacred scripture, the study of God’s own revelation, which 
by definition must be the height of wisdom. Philosophy, as the height of 
natural wisdom, is the culmination of the liberal arts, and the others find 
their summit in it. But philosophy itself, of course, is no longer centered 
on the investigation of physis, as the materialists would have it, but on 
God and the soul, as Augustine would have it. Philosophy’s culmination 
is found in the ascent from being and its principles to God. 

Bonaventure’s De reductione is a reassertion of the Augustinian view of 
Christian paideia (education). It offers a comprehensive and synthetic 
view of education in which all human knowledge and art is grounded in 
the exemplar ideas of the Word of God. In this regard, Bonaventure’s 
work is a medieval renewal of the Augustinianism found in De doctrina 
christiana, as filtered through Hugh of St. Victor. Bonaventure again fol- 
lows, in this text, the Augustinian method of ascent to God found in the 
Confessions, wherein Augustine speaks first of returning to himself and 
then entering into his inward self in order to behold the inner light from 
above. Bonaventure considers four lights that are ultimately the one light: 
the exterior light, the inferior light (the senses), the interior light, and 
the superior light. This fourfold light is the illumination of all human 
knowledge. 

It is important to note the parallels between this work and the Itiner- 
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arium De reductione seeks not only to reassert the Augustinian educational 
program, but also to show how all knowledge and art reflect the font of 
intelligibility. The leading back of which Bonaventure speaks is ultimately 
an ascent of the mind to God—now, however, in and through the arts 
and sciences. 


Moral Philosophy 


A Moral Philosophy 


n account of Bonaventure’s moral philosophy should begin with a 

brief defense of ascribing to him any interest at all in philosophical 
ethics. Some might think that Bonaventure would have believed a moral 
philosophy to be impossible, for, as Augustine seems to teach, the virtues 
of the pagans are really well-disguised vices and, hence, the only account 
of right human action is found in moral theology. While it is true that 
Bonaventure thinks the ancient pagan philosophers were ignorant of a 
doctrine absolutely essential to understanding human behavior—namely, 
original sin—he nevertheless unambiguously presents moral philosophy 
as a distinct branch of study in On the Reduction of the Arts to Theology. 
Bonaventure divides moral philosophy into three branches: personal 
(monastica), domestic (oeconomica), and political (politica). According to 
Bonaventure, moral philosophy investigates the truth of morals and the 
right order of living (rectitudo vivendi), specifically, the right order in man’s 
actions as an individual (ethics), as a member of a household (economics), 
and as a member of the city (politics). Human beings are able to know 
the right order of living through the natural law, which consists of both 
the dictates of right reason and God’s eternal law impressed on the human 
soul. Furthermore, while it is also true that Bonaventure spent far more 
time developing moral theology than a philosophical ethics, as we can 
see in his Commentary on the Sentences, it is nevertheless clear that he 
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does sketch the main elements of reason’s role in pursuing the good hu- 
man life. 

It is important to understand Bonaventure’s moral philosophy in the 
context of his metaphysics of emanation and return: All things have come 
forth from God; all things are to return back to him. It is the rational 
creature, endowed with a will and capable of choice, that is the agent for 
reality’s return to its source. Man as a rational animal is the bridge be- 
tween lower, material creation and a higher, spiritual creation. The human 
being unites all the elements, and so, as the lynchpin in creation, man 
“speaks” for creation. God, who is the cause of being and the principle 
of knowledge (as Bonaventure repeats with some frequency) is also the 
order of living. 


Happiness 


Bonaventure holds the view that happiness is the ultimate end sought by 
man, because it is desired just for its own sake and not for some other 
end. Indeed, all men desire happiness by nature.! Hence, we can say that 
Bonaventure was a eudaimonist, that is, someone who views happiness or 
well-being as the goal of human life. As we shall see, Bonaventure’s eu- 
daimonism more resembles Augustine’s than Aristotle’s. They differ, above 
all, on what ultimately constitutes human happiness. 

Aristotle defines happiness as “an activity of soul in accordance with 
perfect virtue,” and therefore proceeds to argue that, since happiness is 
found in living the virtuous life, it must culminate in our highest activity, 
which turns out to be the intellect’s contemplating—the contemplation 
of truth, especially about the highest being.? Aristotle, however, presents 
us with an activity that only attains a fleeting glimpse of the highest being. 
There is certainly no union or possession, nor is there permanency for 
this height of human happiness, since Aristotle is vague as to the im- 
mortality of the soul. 

There are three foundational difficulties that Bonaventure has with 
Aristotle’s eudaimonism: (1) this contemplation lacks the permanency of 
immortal life; (2) abstract truth is inadequate to making the human being 
happy; and (3) the human being cannot attain this end through any 
natural means. 

With regard to the first issue, Bonaventure accepts the Augustinian 
critique of ancient eudaimonism found in The City of God. How, Augus- 
tine asks, can the human being be truly happy if he is conscious that he 
must die, and that death is either the end of his existence or involves a 
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life separated from the supreme good? A being that longs for immortality 
and perfect happiness cannot be happy while conscious of its mortality 
and its coming to an end apart from the highest good, no matter how 
beautifully he perfects his natural capacities and governs his soul by the 
light of reason. As Augustine argues in De Trinitate and The City of God, 
a rational soul, conscious that at some time it would not be, could not 
attain happiness, for such a soul would also be conscious that its most 
fundamental good would be lost. In other words, if the soul is not im- 
mortal, there is no happiness, for the human soul is conscious of itself, 
which is to say, it is present to itself and aware of its being, its living. It 
has a natural desire for always possessing life. Indeed, the condition for 
the possibility of supreme happiness is the immortality of the rational soul. 
Hence, the rational soul must be immortal or our natural desire for be- 
atitude would be in vain. Aristotle, however, taught that nature does 
nothing in vain. 

The soul’s awareness of being present to itself also means that it has 
some understanding of what being absent is, of not being. Indeed, it loves 
its life so dearly, that if the possibility of losing this life were present, this 
evil’s presence, even if only a distant thing, would make miserable such 
a creature’s every moment. Nothing is capable of beatitude except what 
is immortal, and to be immortal, something would have to also be indis- 
soluble.’ Bonaventure thus accepts much of Augustine’s critique of an- 
cient eudaimonism. Out of his sheer goodness, God has communicated 
his beatitude to lower creatures, such as the angels, but he also has granted 
the possibility of beatitude to a corporeal spirit, that is, the human being. 
Beatitude, however, is not truly beatitude unless it can never be lost, so 
nothing but what is indissoluble and immortal is capable of beatitude.* 

Abstract truth, even about the highest being, which Aristotle does call 
“sod” in the Metaphysics, is not adequate to the task of making the human 
being happy, given the nature and capacity of human longings. Bonaven- 
ture thinks that human beings ultimately want union with the supreme 
good and infinite truth. Hence, it is not surprising that Bonaventure be- 
lieves every human being has a natural desire to know and love God. 
This knowledge and love of the perfect being will alone prove adequate 
to fulfilling human desires. The rational soul has a capacity for God (capax 
Dei), and thus, nothing less than God will do. Beatitudo is Bonaventure’s 
term for this true happiness that can only be found in God. 

There is still a further problem with Aristotle’s eudaimonism: Given 
that every human being has a natural desire for beatitude, which is only 
found in union with God, the human being cannot attain the supreme 
transcendent good with his own powers. In other words, nature cannot 
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achieve the proper end with its natural powers. There are natural appetites 
that simply cannot be fulfilled, that is, they are in vain, barring some 
divine intervention. However, since nature does nothing in vain, God 
will have to make up for the weakness of natural virtue. Bonaventure, 
like Augustine before him, was deeply conscious that the acquired virtues 
are ultimately vain in that they cannot bring man what he most longs 
for. Only grace can do so, and without grace—specifically, without the 
grace of charity—the natural virtues do not merit the human being his 
beatitude. Behind the Bonaventurian position is the view that the good 
human being is the one who is meritorious before God. This is to say 
that perfect happiness is a gift, not something we achieve on our own, 
though God does not give this gift without our cooperation. The human 
being’s true goodness can only be measured by his progress in salvation— 
all other attempts to reckon goodness are vain and devoid of lasting sig- 
nificance. 

Beatitude consists more in an activity of the will than of the intellect. 
In other words, the primary intentionality of the human being is through 
the will’s act of loving, and not through the intellect’s act of knowing. 
On this issue, Bonaventure is reflecting a common Franciscan view that 
the human being is primarily perfected and thus made happy by rightly 
loving rather than by knowing. Hence, although love and knowledge are 
inseparable since we cannot love what we do not know, it is, nevertheless, 
in the intentionality of loving that the human being most unambiguously 
achieves his fulfillment. 

That the human being will engage in loving is beyond question. What 
needs to be answered is how we love: whether we love the supreme good 
enough, that is, above all else, or whether we love more the lesser finite 
goods, which are also mutable. And of course, in agreement with Augus- 
tine, Bonaventure says that the love of lesser goods over the supreme 
good is not really love at all, but only the simulacrum of true love, which 
he calls “covetousness.” The bride who loves the ring that is given to her 
by the bridegroom more than the bridegroom himself does not possess 
true love, but is, in fact, lost in greed. This is not to say that the human 
being ought not to love creatures at all. On the contrary, man’s familial, 
matrimonial, and civic loves have their proper place in his life and indeed 
will largely determine its course. Love is our weight (pondus), our destiny.® 
The virtuous and the vicious are alike in loving, but unlike in how they 
love. The question is whether these loves will be ordered by reason (and 
by grace). Nevertheless, the central dynamic of every human life is the 
movement of the will’s acts of love. Thus, the central story of every hu- 
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man life is the tale of the turnings of the heart: whether it turns upward 
to love God or downward to love itself or creatures more than God. 

Given this understanding of the supreme good and our relation to it, 
it should not be surprising that the dominant notion in Bonaventure’s 
moral theory is rectitude (rectitudo). Indeed, Bonaventure regards rectitude 
as the principal concern of moral philosophy. This rectitude consists in 
the rightly ordered will; to be more precise, it is a will conformed to a 
rule or objective standard, and this standard is that of divine law.’ He 
argues that rectitude involves the concuspiscible or desiring power of hu- 
man nature clinging to the good.8 Bonaventure clearly recognizes that 
human action flows from the dynamic relation of the various elements of 
the human soul. Nevertheless, there is a certain primacy given to the will 
in his account of human action. While the intellect disposes the will to 
move, it is the will that moves and commands the intellect and the 
powers of the soul.? Free choice, or decision, consists principally in the 
will. The central moral task for the human being is to achieve this rec- 
titude of the will, and when it is achieved, the human being is transformed 
by being made “deiform,” Godlike in his being.'® 

Even though Bonaventure thinks the perfect happiness that fulfills the 
human being is only attainable by grace, and then only in the eternal life 
of union with God, this is not to say that the acquired moral virtues are 
of no value: They are perfections that enable the human being to do 
morally good acts.!! The virtues, however, will be understood primarily as 
tightly ordered loves, that is, as dispositions in the rational part of the 
soul to choose rightly. Aristotle understood the virtues as states of char- 
acter involving the control of the passions, neither suppressing them nor 
allowing them to overwhelm the agent. Courage, for example, involves 
fearing rightly, not so much as to play the coward, nor too little as to be 
a fool. For Bonaventure, as for Augustine before him, virtue is not so 
much a question of the control of the passions as of rightly loving, of 
loving creatures in due measure. The acquired virtues are loving rightly, 
and when we love the good, we do the right.” 

Like Augustine, Bonaventure tends to think that a fundamental hu- 
man problem is that we do not desire the supreme Good sufficiently: We 
settle for too little, we are easily content with the basic necessities of life, 
and we often work to attain physical or external goods (e.g., honor, 
friends) without realizing that we desire much more. However, to realize 
the deeper desires of human nature, the individual must make an effort 
at self-knowledge, for it is only in this way that one can come to know 
human nature’s desire and capacity for truth, beauty, and goodness. UI- 
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timately, the desires of the rational agent are such that they can only be 
satisfied by perfect truth, perfect beauty, and perfect goodness. Anything 
less leaves the human heart wanting more and thus not truly at rest, and 
not happy in the profoundest way that a rational agent is capable of being. 

It is not enough for the rational agent to know the nature of his desire; 
he must also love truth, beauty, and goodness. The human being who 
lives without this love of higher things easily wallows in superficial pleas- 
ures and impermanent goods. In a sense, then, sloth is the ever-looming 
tendency for the human animal, who may easily live and die forgetful of 
his high calling. Sloth, the failure to love the supreme good sufficiently 
(with all one’s heart), is what leads the human being to settle for the 
lesser goods. This primordial, ever-looming sloth, however, goes hand in 
hand with pride; indeed, they are two sides of the same dynamic. For 
sloth is the lethargy of not loving the good sufficiently, while pride is 
excessive love of self, to the exclusion of external good, and so too in- 
volves an inadequate love of the supreme good. 

The antidote to sloth and pride is humility. Bonaventure thinks that 
humility is essential to living the moral life (as well, the Christian life) 
and to being wise. Humility is, at root, living in accord with a meta- 
physical truth. Hence, the first step to attaining humility is recognizing 
the fundamental metaphysical truth that one is nothing in oneself, in- 
deed, that all things are nothing in themselves: “Therefore, since all 
things which have been made abide by the one principle and were pro- 
duced from nothing, that man is truly wise who really recognizes the 
nothingness of himself and of others, and the sublimity of the First Prin- 
ciple.” 


The Virtues 


Bonaventure tells us in his Commentary that “virtue” (virtus) can be un- 
derstood in three ways: commonly, properly, and more properly. In a com- 
monly understood sense (communiter), it has to be defined either in re- 
lation to act or in relation to act and the last end. Aristotle’s On Heaven 
and Earth supplies Bonaventure with the first definition of virtue as the 
definitive potency of a thing.'* In this sense, virtue is a perfection. Aris- 
totle’s Physics supplies Bonaventure with the second definition as the dis- 
position of the complete to the best.!® These definitions, taken from Ar- 
istotle’s natural philosophy, understand virtue in its widest sense to 
include the full realization in act of any potency. Hence, Bonaventure 
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can speak of “natural virtues,” that is, perfections of the natural order; 
both the natural and moral virtues fall under this sense. 

In its proper sense (propie), however, virtue refers to the moral virtues 
alone, whether political or gratuitous. In this sense, virtue has to be con- 
sidered either in relation to act itself or in relation to its directive prin- 
ciple. Under the first consideration, Bonaventure points to Aristotle’s def- 
inition of virtue in the Nicomachean Ethics: “Virtue is a habitus, which 
perfects its possessor and renders his work good.”!® Aristotle again provides 
Bonaventure with the definition of virtue in the second way of consid- 
ering it: “Virtue is a voluntary habitus (habit) consisting of a mean, de- 
termined by right reason, as a wise person would determine it.”!? This 
quotation is, of course, Aristotle’s classic definition of virtue, which Bon- 
aventure repeats with slight variation in his Collations on the Six Days.!® 
Bonaventure regards these Aristotelian definitions as reconcilable both 
with Cicero’s definition (“Virtue is a habit of the mind that concurs with 
the way of nature of reason”) taken from his De rhetorica, and two taken 
from Augustine (“Virtue is a habit of the well ordered mind,” and “Virtue 
is the equality of life concurring with reason in every way”).!? 

When discussing virtue in this proper sense, Bonaventure is careful to 
explain that virtue involves the good use of a rational power, namely, the 
will.2° In addition, this habitus involves an inclination to action, so that 
Bonaventure also speaks of virtue as a weight (pondus) or disposition in- 
clining and moving the agent to the mean.?! The literal translation of 
habitus is “habit,” but Bonaventure does not mean that this is something 
a person falls into without thinking or even choosing. Habitus is a fixed 
disposition of soul that prompts its possessor to act in certain ways, 
whether the act is of the mind or an external action. As a fixed disposition 
of soul, a habitus falls in the category of quality. 

In its more proper sense, however, “virtue” refers to the habits given 
by God as a grace and infused into the soul (virtutes gratuitae). Both the 
theological and moral virtues are types of gratuitous virtue. Indeed, the 
theological virtues can only be had by grace, but the moral virtues can 
be acquired by grace as well as by habit. These infused virtues not only 
habituate us to morally good works, but also elevate morally good acts 
to being meritorious works.?* All of the gratuitous virtues are super- 
natural (supra naturam) because they elevate a power above itself and the 
acts of that power above what they lack in themselves, namely, merito- 
riousness. The gratuitous virtues have as their end the union of the soul 
with God. 


Bonaventure examines the meaning of virtue in relation to its end, its 
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subject, its act, and its source, that is, its four causes. In relation to its 
end or final cause, Bonaventure borrows the definition from Augustine’s 
Soliloquies: “Virtue is right reason attaining its end.”” Examined with re- 
gard to the agent in whom it inheres, that is, its subject, “virtue is a good 
will,” as Augustine says in The City of God.’4 In relation to its formal 
cause, virtue is “the order of love or ordered love,” again as Augustine 
says in De moribus ecclesiae.*> Finally, in relation to its efficient cause, 
Bonaventure turns to Augustine’s On the Teacher (De magistro) for the 
understanding of virtue: “virtue is a good quality of the mind... by which 
we live rightly . . . of which no one can use them wrongly . . . [and] which 
God works in us without us.”’° In this sense, Bonaventure includes the 
theological virtues, as well as the cardinal virtues informed by grace and 
charity and infused into the soul. These infused virtues have three tasks: 
(1) to lead the soul to its final end, that is, union with God; (2) to rectify 
the passions of the soul—sorrow, joy, fear, and hope—and make them 
holy; and (3) to heal the diseases of the soul—weakness, ignorance, mal- 
ice, and concupiscence. Bonaventure does not think that a human being 
can accomplish these tasks, apart from grace.?’ 

In an article addressing the question whether it is appropriate to posit 
cardinal virtues in addition to the theological ones, Bonaventure is sur- 
prisingly insistent that it is appropriate, since the human being is ordered, 
not only to God, but also to neighbor and self. Hence, although the 
theological virtues are meant to invigorate and rectify the powers of the 
soul with respect to God, the cardinal virtues principally rule and rectify 
the powers of the soul with respect to neighbor and self.?® Bonaventure 
responds to the objection that since grace and the theological virtues 
reform the powers of the soul, no other virtues are necessary by saying 
that the theological virtues are principally for reforming the soul with 
respect to the uncreated good and bringing man to his final end, but other 
virtues, namely the cardinal ones, are necessary for reforming man with 
respect to the created good and to those things ordered to the final end.” 
Hence, he speaks of the cardinal virtues as political because “they render 
man well ordered to living among men.”*° This discussion is particularly 
important for understanding Bonaventure’s moral philosophy. 

The theological virtue of charity is the form of all the virtues, because 
it makes the natural virtues efficacious, that is, conducive to meriting 
union with God. In this way, charity vivifies all the virtues and the whole 
moral life. Apart from charity, the virtuous life is not exactly a simulacrum 
of the real thing—a charlatan—but it is incipient and deeply imperfect, 
for it cannot lead to beatitude or true happiness. Natural virtues are vir- 
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tues in potency that remain inchoate and undeveloped, precisely because 
they lack the form that actualizes them—charity. 


Virtues of the Will 


One of the points of considerable discussion about the virtues among 
Scholastic authors was their locus within the soul. Some, like Aquinas, 
held that certain virtues, such as prudence and justice, reside in the ra- 
tional part of the soul, but other virtues, such as temperance and courage, 
reside within the concupiscible and irascible appetites, respectively. These 
appetites are animal powers of the soul, and can only be called “rational” 
insofar as they are obedient to reason. In this conception, temperance is 
a disposition to restraint within the desiring or concupiscible appetite 
itself (as the Scholastics called it); likewise, courage is a disposition to 
moderation in the irascible appetite itself. Hence, the temperate human 
being does not desire physical goods excessively, nor does the courageous 
person fear excessively. 

Bonaventure explicitly discusses this opinion in his Commentary on the 
Sentences, and rejects it. He admits that this view might seem probable 
to moral philosophers, but it does not seem reasonable to the theologian, 
because all the cardinal virtues are equal with respect to their dignity in 
meriting eternal life. All the virtues are sources of merit. Furthermore, 
since merit is found in free choice, it follows that the virtues, whether 
cardinal or theological, are found only in those powers containing free 
choice. And since free choice is a habit of the rational part of the soul 
(will and intellect working together), the virtues must reside there.*! In- 
deed, one can understand how the naturally acquired virtues must espe- 
cially reside in the rational part of the soul, because it commands the act 
of virtue and directs the sensible power.” Virtuous acts come from the 
rational power of the soul, even if they govern a lower power that serves 
as the subject matter for command. Finally, “the dignity” of the virtues 
requires that they reside in the rational part of the soul, since they may 
have an origin in grace and are thus nobler than knowledge (scientia), 
which is certainly in the rational part of the soul.” 

The first virtue that should be discussed is justice, since Bonaventure 
speaks of it, generally, as a synonym for the virtuous life itself. Justice, in 
this sense, is simply rectitude of the will: “Since the intention of moral 
philosophy is concerned principally with rectitude, it treats general jus- 
tice, which, as Anselm says, is a rectitude of the will.”*+ Bonaventure also 
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speaks of general justice as rectitude of the soul and involves the avoiding 
of evil and doing of good.** This general justice involves the unity of all 
the virtues in an ordering of the human being to the good. It is the virtue 
of justice that embraces all the human being’s relations: to God, himself, 
and his neighbor. All the commands of the Decalogue may be reduced to 
one command of “Do justice”: The first table (first three commandments) 
is concerned with our relations with God, the second table (the remaining 
seven commandments) with our relations to fellow human _beings.*° 
Hence, moral philosophy is a science meant to lead the human being to 
justice, which involves, first and foremost, rectitude of the will. 

In his Collations on the Six Days, Bonaventure tells us that temperance 
is the virtue concerned with the mean with regard to pleasure and pain. 
He takes over Cicero’s definition from De rhetorica: “Temperance is the 
firm and measured dominion of reason over passion and over other move- 
ments of the soul that are not righteous.”>”? Hence, its parts are sobriety 
with regard to taste, chastity with regard to touch, and modesty with 
regard to the other senses. 

This virtue is necessary from childhood to old age and especially 
needed to control our desire for food and money. The insatiable desire to 
possess and retain is “the death of men.” Bonaventure says that temper- 
ance is the virtue that restrains this desire without falling into the two 
extremes: considering possessions as our greatest good or considering them 
as the greatest evil.>® We see in this understanding of temperance that it 
involves both an accurate judgment about the value of external goods 
and rightly desiring them on the basis of this evaluation. For this reason, 
temperance with regard to possessions is not a question of things, but of 
“the soul’s desire.” “For if you desire these things in order to be sustained 
by them, be they your own or those of others, you keep the middle way. 
If you overestimate them as if happiness were to be found in them, you 
are at one extreme; if you spurn them as being wicked, you are at the 
other.”*? Bonaventure points to the Manichees as an extreme of the latter 
sort, because they believed that sexual intercourse was wicked, even with 
one’s spouse, and that all possessions were wrong. “The middle way, then, 
consists in being sustained either by your own goods or by those of an- 
other.”4° 

According to Bonaventure, since the virtue in the sphere of possessions 
involves the proper valuation and concomitant right desire for these 
goods, even the very poor (no doubt, he has the religious mendicants in 
mind) keep the mean. To those who would say that one must have a 
modicum of possessions to keep to the mean, Bonaventure makes the 
analogy that this view is like someone saying that the extremes with 
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regard to sexual intercourse are knowing no woman or knowing all women 
and the mean being only knowing half of all women.*! 

Fortitude is concerned with fear and acts of valor; it is a virtue nec- 
essary to avoid either cowardice or rashness. Hence, it involves confront- 
ing and attacking dangers and then enduring them. Its parts are confi- 
dence, patience, and perseverance. Bonaventure thinks that fortitude is 
in the soul, not in the flesh, and that it confers a “nobility” to the soul, 
for it is the virtue that restrains anger and irascibility—“not that man 
should never be angry at all, but that he should be so only in the right 
circumstance of place and time.”# 

In addition to the general justice already discussed, Bonaventure speaks 
of justice as the virtue concerned with our relations with others. “Justice 
is a disposition which attributes to each one his deserts, once the common 
good has been served,”# or, as he puts it even more succinctly, “Justice 
consists in attributing to each man what is his.”#4 

Prudence is a virtue perfective of the rational power of the human 
being. It is concerned with truth, not speculatively, but as a rule of action; 
hence, if there is a virtue that directs the intellect in judging about true 
and false, so there is a virtue that directs the intellect in choosing what 
is to be done and what is to be avoided. Prudence not only directs what 
is to be done, but also how it is to be done. Knowing, willing, and doing 
are involved in any action, and prudence is the virtue perfective of the 
knowing power’s contribution to action. It plays a crucial function in the 
whole moral life, for it is the virtue concerned with finding the golden 
mean involved in various virtues. At times, Bonaventure sees Aristotle’s 
notion of the mean and his notion of virtue as a “proper measure” as one 
and the same. Hence, he will say, “Prudence finds this proper measure, so 
that you do not go too far in anything, but remain close to the center.”* 
This is why Bonaventure calls prudence the moderator (moderatrix) of the 
whole virtuous life.*° It is the indispensable virtue for all the spheres of 
human life: “Great prudence is required for the governance of oneself, 
still greater for the governance of a family, and the greatest for the gov- 
ernance of the city.”#7 

We find Bonaventure’s most extensive treatment of the intellectual 
virtues in his Collations on the Six Days. Following Aristotle’s enumeration 
of these virtues in Book VI of his Nicomachean Ethics, Bonaventure dis- 
cusses five intellectual virtues: science, art, prudence, understanding, and 
wisdom.*® As virtues, they are perfections of the intellect eliciting acts 
ordered to truth.*? 

It is important to recall that, prior to Bonaventure, Christians had long 
regarded the virtues to be supernaturally infused dispositions of the soul 


102 THE LIGHT OF PHILOSOPHICAL KNOWLEDGE 


that enable us to do meritorious acts. One of the challenges that Aristotle 
poses to Christian thought is that he presents a complete theory about 
naturally acquired virtues. This Greek view understands the virtues to be 
naturally acquired dispositions that make us good human beings. In Ar- 
istotle’s account of “virtue ethics,” the virtues are not gifts from God, that 
is, graces that transform us within, making us worthy of eternal beatitude. 
On the contrary, we slowly build up dispositions to act in particular ways 
as a result of our own efforts at governing our soul and controlling our 
passions. This theory prompted some Scholastics to posit that there must 
be two types of virtues: the supernaturally infused and the naturally ac- 
quired. Much discussion then transpired in Scholastic circles about how 
these virtues are related to each other and to supernatural beatitude. 
Closely related to this is the issue of what happens to the acquired virtues 
when gratuitous virtues are conferred. 

Bonaventure’s two major treatments of the virtues—his early Com- 
mentary on the Sentences and, later, in his Collations on the Six Days— 
makes clear that he read and studied with care Aristotle’s newly translated 
Nicomachean Ethics. (Robert Grosseteste made the first complete transla- 
tion of the Ethics in 1246-1247, prior to which only the first three books 
of the Ethics had been available.) But Bonaventure’s assessment of Aris- 
totle’s virtue theory is not exactly clear, especially in light of his later 
Collationes and so there has been considerable scholarly controversy. Did 
he regard Aristotle’s account of the virtues as fundamentally reconcilable 
with Christianity or did he consider it as a rival account that one chose 
only to the exclusion of Christian ethics? In other words, did he regard 
the Nicomachean Ethics as a “bad book” that leads one away from being a 
true Christian (as René Gauthier has implied), or as a valuable, albeit 
limited book that takes the reader some distance in ethics, but which 
lacks those Christian doctrines that truly illumine human conduct, such 
as original sin and humility?° The problem in determining Bonaventure’s 
interpretation of the Nicomachean Ethics is that there are two redactions 
of Collationes in hexaemeron. We find one version of this text in the Quar- 
acchi edition of his works, and another, somewhat different version in a 
single manuscript edited by Ferdinand DeLorme, OFM (Order of Friars 
Minor), in 1947. These two redactions contain different interpretations 
of Aristotle’s virtue ethics. The Quaracchi edition presents a far more 
negative assessment of Aristotle: One must choose between Aristotle or 
Christ, for Christian virtues, such as humility and charity, preclude one 
from achieving Aristotle’s ideal of a magnanimous or great-souled man. 
The Delorme edition consistently attempts to reconcile Aristotle’s ac- 
count of the virtues with Christianity.*! It is also important to keep in 
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mind that while both versions are reportationes, the scribe of the Delorme 
edition informs us that Bonaventure saw and approved his transcription. 

Another virtue that Aristotle regards of great importance but which 
seemingly conflicts with Christian notions is that of magnanimity or great- 
ness of soul. Bonaventure treats this important Aristotelian virtue in the 
fifth conference of his Collations on the Six Days; he describes it as the 
virtue “through which great things are appreciated and vile things de- 
spised.” He equates magnanimity with humility, which is not fooled by 
appearance but sees through the appearance of the small to appreciate 
greatness in reality. With regard to Aristotle’s contention that the mag- 
nanimous human being desires honor, Bonaventure replies that this is not 
the case unless we amend this honor in eternal things. 

If Aristotle is right in his discussion of incontinence or weakness of 
will in Book VII of the Ethics, the truly virtuous and temperate person 
no longer struggles against disordered desires: Someone who is authenti- 
cally virtuous not only knows the right, but also takes delight in it, and 
can do so because he has thoroughly submitted desire to the rule of reason. 
Aristotle contrasts the truly virtuous with its simulacrum—continence. 
But continence is the not-authentic virtue because the continent human 
being knows the right, but finds doing it unpleasant and difficult. At first 
glance, the Aristotelian notion of temperance would seem to be in con- 
flict with Augustine, according to whom disordered desire, and the ac- 
companying internal conflict, are part of the human condition. This is so 
because Augustine posits (1) that the cause of weakness is found in the 
will (and hence not in reasoning or the practical syllogism), and (2) that 
the will is not in its primordial state. Augustine thus sets down a distinct 
path for solving a problem that bedeviled ancient ethics, namely, the 
failure of human beings to pursue the good, even when they know better. 
The ancient Manichees explained this akrasia (weakness) by insisting that 
there are two souls, one good and one bad. Platonists attributed weakness 
to the effect of the body on the soul—it is as a prison on the prisoner. 
Augustine rejects this solution in his book, On Free Choice of the Will. It 
is not ignorance, or the body, or an evil soul that accounts for human 
weakness*?—it is our will. Bonaventure follows down the path Augustine 
marks. 

Bonaventure lists kindness among the virtues as the one concerned 
with seeking someone else’s good. On this point, he corrects Aristotle, 
who had said that it is fitting to do good to friends and evil to enemies.*4 
Bonaventure appeals to Christ, who recommends, instead, that every per- 
son be loved and all be given things useful to them. “If I love you and 
grant you some favor or freedom which you will misuse as soon as you 
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receive it, | am not being kind, but rather malicious; and so, in order to 
be kind, I will not give it to you.”** Accordingly, a father does not flatter 
his son, lest the son become proud; nor does a friend give his friend a 
position of power that will corrupt him. 

Bonaventure calls vice the sequel to sin, because he understands vice 
to be a quality of the soul that is built up as a result of repeated sin. This 
habitus of the soul disposes the agent to commit more easily certain types 
of wrongdoing.*® In this regard, it is a real quality of soul and not a 
negation, but it is a negation in that vice disorders the powers of the soul 
and disposes them to acting in ways destructive of the true good of the 
agent. It can corrupt our acts, then, either by providing the main impetus 
for a particular act or by accompanying certain otherwise good actions, 
such as when a person gives alms but is quite vain about the fact of having 
done so. 


The Natural Law 


The eternal law is the ultimate rule or measure of all human activity. 
Augustine identifies the eternal law with God’s wisdom. He writes: “That 
law which is named supreme wisdom cannot be otherwise understood 
than as unchangeable and eternal.”*” This identification of the eternal law 
with divine wisdom and thus with the divine mind has profound impli- 
cations for Bonaventure. The moral order of things is not rooted in the 
arbitrary rules of a mercurial dictator; rather, the moral order reflects God’s 
rational plan for the entire cosmos. The moral law flows from the divine 
intellect and thus God’s plan for the whole universe. 

Bonaventure seems to recognize that “natural law” can be used in dif- 
ferent senses. Some use it to refer to that law that nature has taught to 
all animals and dictates how each operates and conducts its activity. In 
another sense, “natural law is that which is common to all nations and 
this law is what right reason dictates.”** The natural law is a reflection of 
the eternal law; it is a collection of precepts. These precepts are known 
innately, much as the first principles of the speculative intellect, that is, 
the principle of noncontradiction, the principle of identity. Among these 
first-known precepts are such things as the golden rule—do not do to 
another what you would not have done to yourself—or that God is to be 
obeyed. If the will is naturally bound to this law, it seems that this law 
must be naturally known by the soul.* In fact, at one point in his writings, 
Bonaventure defines the natural law as an impression (impressio) made in 
our soul by the eternal law. So deep is this impression that God will 
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punish wrongdoers, even those without the written law (i.e., the written 
Mosaic law).°! 

Bonaventure posits that there is a threefold way in which the natural 
law obligates. These differing modes of obligation correspond to the three- 
fold status of human nature: before the Fall (status naturae institutae), after 
the Fall (status naturae lapsae), and after the written law or the law of 
Moses (status legis scriptae). The written law makes the natural law obli- 
gation explicit. Under the status of fallen nature, this obligation is implicit 
in the two precepts of the natural law: Do unto others as you would have 
them do unto you; do not do unto others as you would not have them 
do unto you. The obligation of the natural law under the status of created 
nature was both implicit and explicit: The precepts ordered to God 
obliged man explicitly; the precepts ordered to the neighbor obliged man 
implicitly. The precepts only unfolded after the multiple disorders that 
followed the first transgression. 

The entire unfolding (explicatio) of the commandments of the Deca- 
logue only came about after the first sin, on account of which the light 
of reason was obscured and the will disordered. Because of the multiple 
disorders of the fallen will, it was necessary to bind it through multiple 
commands. So, for example, it was only after the Fall that the wrong 
actions governed by the second table of the law became explicit. This is 
not to say that the natural law changed, but that it became explicit on 
these points. 

The problem lurking for the Christian exegete, who would want to 
defend some version of a natural and universal law, is how to explain the 
fact that the written law seems to contain some explicit violations of 
the natural law (or perhaps dispensations from this law): for example, the 
command of Abraham to sacrifice Isaac; the permissibility of divorce. 

Since sin brought with it disorder in the three powers of the human 
psyche, the commands of the law must reorder each power—the rational, 
the concupiscible, and the irascible. To the irascible power correspond 
the commands that order the human being: (1) to his superior through 
reverence and honor, namely, “Honor your father and mother”; and (2) 
to peace and tranquility with his neighbor, “Thou shalt not kill.” The 
command against bearing false witness is particularly aimed at the rational 
power and the fulfillment of its intrinsic purpose, knowing and commu- 
nicating the truth. Do not steal and do not covet your neighbor’s wife or 
property are aimed at the concupiscible power. 

The natural law, as a body of precepts, can be the object of either the 
conscience or synderesis (the will’s inclination to the good). Bonaventure 
takes into consideration the different ways in which people use the term 
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“conscience.” Conscience can refer to what directs human judgments 
about whether or not particular actions ought to be taken; in this way, it 
refers to the law for our mind. “Conscience” can also refer to a conscious 
potency. Finally, the term is also used to refer to a habitus of the practical 
intellect, specifically, the habitus by which we know the law; it is through 
the conscience that we know the natural law.® (Human beings were orig- 
inally created with rectitude of conscience.) Bonaventure thinks that the 
last use is the most precise in getting at what the conscience actually is. 
It is a habitus of the mind perfecting the practical intellect through its 
precepts. Bonaventure, however, distinguishes conscience as an innate 
habitus from the conscience as an acquired habitus that originates in the 
free choices of human beings. 

Synderesis is nothing other than the will’s inclination to the good.® It 
is the will’s natural inclination to move toward the good as dictated by 
conscience and known by natural law. Bonaventure draws a parallel 
between reason and will in their natural orientation: When the natural 
light of reason is directed to right action, it is called “conscience”; the 
natural inclination of the will to right action is called “synderesis.” Syn- 
deresis consists of a threefold action in the will: it stimulates to the good, 
it fights against temptation, and it protests against evil committed.© 

Bonaventure explains that it is reality under the aspect of goodness 
that arouses our appetite, that is, the first appetible, but that the good is 
twofold: the eternal and the temporal. This twofold good generates in us 
a twofold love: charity and lust. Charity is love leading to eternal things 
(rediens ad aeterna); lust is love leading to earthly things (ad terrena). Love 
has led to the formation of two cities: the things of the world attract 
under the aspect of good; they are to be scorned under the aspect of 
vanity. 

The world is like a ring from the spouse to his beloved: It is to be 
loved insofar as it is a sign, but it is not to be loved insofar as it is a thing 
in itself; in this regard, it is to be scorned. The human love of this given 
sign can be either chaste or adulterous. Love is chaste when it is seen for 
what it is—a sign. “Out of love for the spouse, chaste love loves the ring 
in memory of the spouse; adulterous love loves the ring more than the 
spouse.”° 

There is a twofold contempt for the world. One of these gives glory 
to the spouse, the other does not. The improper contempt of the ring, 
insofar as it is a small and vile gift, redounds to the bridegroom; the 
“contempt” of the ring as nothing in comparison to the love of the bride- 
groom, is for the glory of the bridegroom.” 
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Vanity and the Correct Valuation of the World 


In speaking of the material cause of the book, Bonaventure says that the 
vain or fleeting is referred to in two ways. In one way, it is spoken of 
simply insofar as it is a lack of the true and the good; this vanity is not 
in the universe. However, there is another way of speaking about the 
vain: by a comparison to the initial end in that all things are from noth- 
ing.©’ The vain bespeaks the mixture within every creature between being 
and nonbeing: 


In another way the true is said according to which it joins being unmixed 
to non-being, the former in no way has a potency to the latter; and so it 
is said to have true being that has immutable being; and in this way the 
fleeting (vanum) is truly opposed to that which is mutable and transmutable. 
And so every creature is fleeting, because subjected to fleetingness, that is, 
changeableness.” 


Here, Bonaventure understands vanity as a metaphysical quality of created 
being. It is this metaphysical vanity that accounts for the instability of 
things. Every creature bears the mark of its original movement from non- 
being to being.” 

Bonaventure then explains that the vain, spoken of in the book of 
Ecclesiastes, refers to the vanity of mutability: “From the third way, 
namely from the changeableness of the creature, knowledge is per se, as 
is clear from the motion of the sun and the spheres and the other things. 
In this book [Ecclesiastes] the fleetingness of changeability or nature is 
treated, because it is beautiful and fitting, and about the vanity of sin; it 
does not treat another vanity, namely, of privation of all kinds because 
about that there is no science nor doctrine.””! In other words, there can- 
not be per se knowledge of the vanity that is privation; there can only be 
knowledge per accidens by its relation to being, as medicine is a science 
of health and sickness, of health per se, and of sickness, per accidens. 

Bonaventure sets out to prove the mutability in the existence of crea- 
tures. He begins this proof by explaining that creatures have a threefold 
being (esse): 


And because creatures have a threefold being, namely in the Word, by 
reason of exemplarity; in the universe, through the mode of materiality; in 
the human soul through the mode of abstraction; the first being is unfailing 
and immutable; whence it has no fleetingness; but in the others, there is 
vanity; and therefore this part has two: because in the first the vanity of 
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changeableness is indicated in the things according to the being that they 
have in the universe; in the second, insofar as to the being that they have 
in the human soul.” 


In the universe, all things have this vanity of mutability: rational crea- 
tures, heavenly creatures, and the elemental. There is a vanity of muta- 
bility (vanitas mutabilitatis) to things according to the esse that they have 
in being. Bonaventure presents a key text in explaining the first of these 
mutabilities: “And the word by which we recognize all things is twofold: 
namely, the divine word and the human word. Every creature is a divine 
word which God speaks; this word the eye perceives.” 

It is because of this vanity intrinsic to things, that curiosity is repre- 
hended. There is the curiosity of the works of prudence (or of philosophy) 
and a curiosity of the mechanical arts. The first has two parts: to the 
consideration of natural things and to the consideration of moral things. 

Occupatio is a distraction of the mind that diverts, pulls apart, and 
entangles the soul. Curiosity is like a prostitution of the human intellect 
indiscriminately embracing any truth and committing adultery with it, 
because the first truth is the only bridegroom. 


Politics 


“Man is an animal of social nature.””* This social nature of man is rooted 
in two fundamental characteristics: affection and dependency. We see this 
fundamental fact in that man possesses a social affection (affectus socialis) 
by which he desires the companionship of fellow human beings.”* Man is 
a rational animal, but one that is dependent; he needs the help of other 
human beings. Bonaventure sees this affection and dependency function- 
ing in three social orders—the conjugal, the domestic, and the civil. Each 
is a true society possessing its own proper authority: matrimonial (of hus- 
band over wife), parental (of parents over children), and civil (of superior 
over subordinates). 

The dependency of the human being is found at the most basic level 
in the fact that the continuation of the species requires the cooperation 
of a man and woman in a union of common purpose and mutual aid. The 
marital state is necessary for the procreation and education of offspring. 
Husband and wife need each other to provide mutual help for this task. 
In attempting to fulfill this task, they develop a common will or unity of 
purpose—“a conformity of will” (conformitas voluntatis). Furthermore, such 
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a union, in order to fulfill its task, must be permanent and exclusive. 
Hence, we find Bonaventure’s teaching on man’s social nature presented 
in his discussion of marriage as the foundational relationship of human 
society. 

What is true of marriage and the family is also true of society. Society 
too requires mutual help and a common will.”° Goods received should be 
shared, whatever these may be.” A society has a unity of nature, purpose, 
and activity. This threefold unity of society is built on that of the marital 
union and family. There is thus an organic unity to society from the most 
basic of its units to its wholeness. Indeed, a society is like a living organism 
in which the members depend on each other for mutual aid and common 
purpose. 

In the body politic, there is a diversity of members. There are three 
main groups amidst this diversity in any society: those who work, those 
who fight, and those who pray.’* Bonaventure’s tripartite division of so- 
ciety was commonplace in medieval thought;” it was believed that each 
had its own unique role in the larger society. And society, as an organic 
body, must have an order in which each part is delineated, and ordered 
within the whole. Without order, there could be no common life. 

Furthermore, this order necessarily requires a hierarchy of members. 
Indeed, the hierarchy of human society simply reflects, and is part of, the 
other hierarchies of the universe. Bonaventure thinks that there are three 
main hierarchies in reality: (1) the divine hierarchy (the Trinity), (2) the 
angelic, and (3) “the ecclesiastical” or human. This universal “ecclesias- 
tical” hierarchy is, in turn, made up of three orders: (1) the monastic, 
that is, those who live the purely contemplative life; (2) the clerical, or 
those living both the active and contemplative life; and (3) the lay, or 
those living the active life. The lay order of the hierarchy includes three 
other hierarchies: rulers (principes), ministers (consules), and the people 
(plebs). The hierarchies of this lay order concern themselves with tem- 
poral affairs, that is, with the goods of nature, the fortunes of private 
individuals, and the commonwealth, respectively. 

Political virtues are necessary because man is a “social animal,” as ex- 
plained by Bonaventure in the following passage: 


The good men in the government take counsel from them, and guard the 
cities; by these they venerate their parents, love their children, and are 
kind to their neighbors; by these, they take care of the welfare of the 
citizens; by these they protect their companions through careful foresight, 
attract by a just generosity, and through these they make others remember 
them for their merit.*° 
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Bonaventure distinguishes three states of human nature—created, 
fallen, and glorified*!—and then employs this distinction when discussing 
the power of ruling. He subsequently tries to show that there are three 
different types of dominion corresponding to the different states of human 
nature: (1) a dominion over things or possessions (whether movable or 
immovable goods), (2) a dominion over others who are capable of reason 
and precept, and (3) a coercive dominion of superiors over subordinates. 
The first type of dominion is found in every state of nature, the second 
only in created and fallen nature, and the third is found only in fallen 
nature. It is important to note in this discussion that the coercive power 
or ruler is remedial and not natural; thus, the dominion of the political 
order is tainted by being associated with fallen human nature. 
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The Triune God 


heology is a science concerned with the First Principle or God, but 

also with all other things insofar as they are related to God. Bona- 
venture calls theology the perfect science, because it alone traverses the 
whole, going from the First Principle to the final end; it alone begins with 
the highest, God, and descends to the lowest, hell. Theology begins where 
philosophy ends—with God. 

Bonaventure frequently identifies theology with sacred scripture; in- 
deed, he uses the term “scripture” as a synonym for theology to the extent 
that he refers to the whole of what God has revealed for the salvation of 
the human race. Hence, he speaks of “holy Scripture, which is called 
theology.”! But as Henri de Lubac points out in his important study of 
medieval exegesis, this understanding of sacred scripture was traditional 
and common. St. Thomas Aquinas, for example, also speaks of “Theology, 
which is called Sacred Scipture.”” 

This is not to say, however, that theology or scripture are identical 
with revelation. Revelation is an “unveiling of the hidden” (as Bonaven- 
ture speaks of it in his later Collations on the Six Days), and so includes 
more than what is merely written down as a result of the act of disclosing.’ 
It is abundantly clear in Bonaventure’s view that God is certainly more 
than anything that could possibly be said about him, whether in speech 
or in writing. But in the Hexaemeron, “revelation” also refers to the un- 
veiling of the future and the mystical knowledge given to certain indi- 
vidual believers. Hence, there is no exact equivalent in Bonaventure’s 
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writings to the notion of “revelation” as the entire content of what God 
has disclosed. Indeed, it is more proper to speak of individual revelations 
that have occurred throughout the course of salvation history.4 Near 
equivalents to the notion of the whole content of what God has unveiled 
and asks us to believe would be “doctrine” (doctrina), “the faith” (fides), 
or probably closest of all, “scripture.”° 

Perhaps the best place to begin to understand Bonaventure’s view of 
sacred scripture is with the conviction that he held with other medieval 
believers, that God has written three books—one within, one without, 
and one for sinners to return home. The first book is the First Principle’s 
perfect expression of himself in an interior Word that was generated from 
all eternity. The second book is creation, but we human beings fail to 
read this book rightly because of sin. As a result of the original sin, our 
intellect became clouded by ignorance and our will disordered with con- 
cupiscence. So God wrote another book to help us read aright the second 
book—this third book is sacred scripture. 

We must take caution in understanding this. In Bonaventure’s eyes, 
scripture is not merely the literal meaning of the text. When Bonaventure 
speaks of Scripture, he means Scripture as revealed in the fullness of its 
meanings, above all, in its allegorical interpretation. We can find the full 
deposit of faith in Scripture as long as we understand the spiritual mean- 
ing of Scripture. Bonaventure clearly does not regard the Scripture in its 
mere literal meaning to be the whole of theology. The Bible as a written 
document does not constitute the whole of revelation, especially not as 
literally interpreted. Bonaventure is in no way advancing an early version 
of sola scriptura. 

Furthermore, he does not leave the interpretation of the spiritual 
meaning of scripture to the decision of the individual. The spiritual mean- 
ing of scripture is found, in part, in the teachings of the church fathers 
and in the faith of the church. Scripture in its full meanings is referred 
to as “theology,” but this notion of theology includes both the Bible and 
the understanding of the Bible in the faith of the church.® There is an 
organic unity to divine revelation, and so the problem of how scripture 
and tradition are related does not come to the fore. Indeed, scarcely any 
Christian thinker has had a keener sense of the fundamental unity of 
divine revelation; for it is a unity that is located not only in its source 
(God), but also in its end (salvation) and in its material. 

Bonaventure repeatedly attempts to bring to light the unity of its ma- 
terial content through the application of his theory of the “senses” or 
meanings of scripture. He is constantly looking for parallels between the 
two major divisions of the text. For example, he divides the books of the 
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Old Testament into four categories: legal, historical, sapiential, and pro- 
phetic, and then attempts to see how the New Testament mirrors the 
categories of the Old Testament: The gospels, Bonaventure says, corre- 
spond to the legal books, the Acts of the Apostles to the historical, the 
epistles to the sapiential, and the Apocalypse to the prophetical. “For the 
Old Testament is contained in the New, and vice versa.”” The legal books 
are symbolized by the face of a lion because of their authority, the his- 
torical by the face of an ox because of their examples of moral strength, 
the sapiential by the face of man because of their keen wisdom, and the 
prophetical by the face of an eagle because of their penetrating vision. 

With these cautions in mind, we can go on to examine Bonaventure’s 
understanding of scripture. 

Scripture is the key to understanding reality. It describes the breadth, 
length, height, and depth of the entire universe “in so far as this knowl- 
edge serves the purpose of salvation.” Indeed, the subject matter of scrip- 
ture is nothing less than the meaning of the whole, for it presents all 
things in the light of eternity. The whole universe can be understood fully 
only in the light of its relation to God. Scripture sums up the content of 
the entire universe (the breadth of the whole), describes the whole course 
of history (the length), displays the glory of the saved (the height), and 
reveals the triumph over evil (the depth).® 

Scripture describes the whole course of history. There are three main 
phases in history: the period under the law of nature, the period under 
the written law, and the period under the law of grace. Within these three 
phases can be distinguished seven ages: from Adam to Noah, from Noah 
to Abraham, from Abraham to David, from David to the Babylonian 
exile, from the exile to Christ, from Christ to the end of the world, and 
the last which runs concurrently with the sixth, from the placing of Christ 
in the tomb until the universal resurrection. These seven ages parallel the 
seven days of creation described in Genesis and both parallel the life of 
every man, for the microcosm contains the macrocosm. So tight is the 
order of the universe that it is like a “beautifully composed poem,” which 
every mind may discover. And just as one must comprehend the entire 
poem to appreciate the beauty of it as a whole, one must have an integral 
view of the whole universe. “And since no man lives long enough to 
observe the whole with his bodily eyes, nor can anyone by his own ability 
foresee the future, the Holy Spirit has given us the book of the Scriptures, 
whose length corresponds to the whole duration of God’s governing action 
in the universe.” 

Bonaventure compares sacred scripture to a vast and complex forest. 
Scripture is wide-ranging, complex, and filled with many dark and fore- 
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boding obscurities that seem impenetrable to the mind; the theologian’s 
task is to find a way through this forest, but this requires perceiving the 
organization and ultimate unity in God’s revelation in scripture. Theology 
is meant to be a kind of travel guide through the intricate pathways of 
the forest that is divine revelation. The theologian’s task is to serve as a 
good guide through this forest and not to let his ward become lost, a task 
that is thus eminently practical. 

In addition, because human beings are not disembodied minds devoid 
of will and emotions, God, as the author of scripture, has written it in a 
way that stirs the love and hearts of his readers and entices their minds 
to contemplate its intricate mysteries. To achieve its purpose, scripture 
must lead the soul to the love of God and the virtuous life. God has 
carefully fit or proportioned scripture to man’s capacity. For example, fear 
plays an important role in scripture’s task.!° Bonaventure views the reports 
of punishments, as well as the threat of punishments in the eschatological 
passages, as playing a crucial role, since fear prompts us to choose the 
good and do the right. 

In the Breviloquium, Bonaventure presents succinctly what came to be 
the four standard “senses” or meanings of scripture as distinguished by 
medieval authors. First, of course, there is the literal sense of the text; in 
addition, there are the allegorical, the moral, and the anagogical. Allegory 
signifies something other than the literal that is in the realm of faith. The 
moral sense involves learning what we must do through the example of 
another. The anagogical concerns the eternal happiness of the elect. 
Scripture has this depth (as Bonaventure explicitly calls it) because of 
the extent of its content, as well as the diversity of its hearers. With 
regard to its content, scripture has to treat of God, Christ, the works of 
salvation, and the things of faith. Scripture is addressed to every kind of 
hearer and therefore must have a manifold sense in order to appeal to so 
many different minds. It must reprove the proud, drive away the insincere, 
and awaken the slothful to search for mysteries. 

We find an example of these four senses applied to one verse in Bon- 
aventure’s exegesis of Ecclesiasticus 24:12: “He who has created me has 
rested in my tent (tabernaculum).” Bonaventure writes: 


According to the literal understanding, it applies to the Virgin Mary, in 
whose tabernacle the Lord rested bodily. According to the allegorical, it 
applies to the Church Militant, in whose tabernacle the Lord rests sacra- 
mentally. According to the moral, it applies to the faithful soul, in whose 
tabernacle the Lord rests spiritually. According to the anagogic understand- 
ing, it applies to the heavenly court, in whose tabernacle he rests eternally.'! 
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The four senses of scripture are also necessary for achieving the sacred 
text’s very purpose. We need to be led to eternal life, which is our goal, 
but this cannot happen unless “our intellect knows what truths to accept, 
our will chooses the good that is to be done, and our heart yearns to see 
God, and to love Him, and to enjoy Him.” Another way of putting this 
is that the scriptures are God’s third book, which is intended to teach us 
how to read rightly his second book, creation. The third book uses a 
threefold method to achieve its end: (1) by tropology it teaches us how 
to act; (2) by allegory, it shows us what to believe; and (3) by anagogy, 
it reveals what to desire.!? Bonaventure clearly thinks that scripture is 
designed to move our hearts as well as our minds, our intellect, and will. 
In order to prompt us in the journey to heaven, it therefore, like a good 
teacher, varies from telling stories to presenting poems to issuing com- 
mands and prohibitions. In this way, it attempts to serve as a guidebook 
to the journey home. Bonaventure implies that it would have been a 
mistake if the Bible were strictly scientific in its method, that is, if it were 
to proceed “by way of definition, analysis, and synthesis in order to prove 
the properties of some subject matter, as do the other sciences.” If a 
person is not moved by command, he might be led by example; if not by 
the latter, then perhaps by “terrifying threats” or “trustworthy promises.” 


The Triune God 


Scripture tells us about God, and the central truth about God that it 
speaks is that there is only one God, who is three in “person”—Father, 
Son, and Spirit. The doctrine of the Trinity is not a professorial obscurity 
or an addendum to revelation or Christianity. On the contrary, when we 
read Bonaventure, as with other patristic or Scholastic theologians, we 
quickly discover that he regarded Christianity to be fundamentally about 
the Trinity. In his Disputed Questions on the Mystery of the Trinity, he says 
that the article of the faith that God is triune, is “the foundation of the 
entire Christian faith.”'* That is to say, the teaching on the Trinity is so 
central that it is accurate to say that the Christian faith is, in essence, 
the belief that God is triune; to be a Christian is to believe that God is 
triune. This doctrine about God has priority over doctrines concerning 
either what God is, in his various perfections—for example, omniscient, 
provident—or what God has done for us, such as creating the world or 
redeeming the human race. 

According to its long line of critics beginning in the Renaissance and 
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continuing through the Enlightenment and modernity, Scholastic Trini- 
tarian theology represents the worst tendency of Christians to engage in 
arcane and abstruse speculations about God. The critics have charged 
Scholastics with violating the canons of reason itself in their endless at- 
tempts to reconcile the unity of the Godhead with Nicea’s Trinitarianism 
(ie., Father, Son, and Spirit are three hypostases; the Son is the same 
substance [homoousios] as the Father). Medieval Scholastics attempted a 
defense of Trinitarianism by trying to explain how there can be a real 
distinction without separation in one being. 

One of the chief accusations made by other Christians against Scho- 
lastic Trinitarian theology is that it separated out the doctrine about the 
Trinity (de deo trino) from that concerning the nature of God (de deo uno), 
thereby subordinating the Trinity to the unity of God. However, the 
reader will search in vain for such a separation in Bonaventure. Whatever 
path one takes to God, whether scriptural or philosophical, one will find 
the Trinity of persons. Everything that exists proclaims the triune God. 

Bonaventure belongs in the long tradition of Christian thought that 
has attempted to take seriously what scripture says about God, while also 
respecting the principles of logic and rules of inference. He inherited a 
doctrine about God that came with its own specialized vocabulary and 
taught that God is one ousia (one being or substance) and three hypos- 
tases (three subsistencies or persons). This seemingly obscure vocabulary 
had been enshrined in the creedal formulas of two fourth-century general 
church councils—Nicea (325) and Constantinople (381)—from which 
no Christian who wished to remain within the church could depart. 

Bonaventure had at his disposal two different models of Trinitarian 
theology: the psychological or intellectual model of Augustine, and the 
social model of Richard of St. Victor (d. 1173). Richard’s approach is 
neatly summarized in the following quote: “In order for the charity to be 
true, it demands a plurality of persons; in order for charity to be perfected, 
it requires a Trinity of persons.”!° Even Richard’s social model has prec- 
edent in Augustine; in book 8 of De Trinitate, Augustine presents a model 
of Trinitarian love—the Father is the lover, the Son the beloved, and the 
Holy Spirit the mutual love that passes between them.'* In book 15, 
Augustine returns to this analogy of love. Richard’s innovation therefore 
seems to be his insistence that perfect love requires the presence of a third 
who shares in the mutual love and rejoices in it. 

Drawing on Augustine, Bonaventure argues to the Trinity from the 
notion of God as mind; drawing on Richard, he argues to the Trinity from 
the notion of God as love. It seems that Bonaventure attempted to use 
them both in order to create a synthesis rooted in a metaphysics of being, 
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goodness, and love. One finds this synthesis presented in the Itinerarium: 
“The first approach fixes the soul’s gaze primarily and principally on Being 
Itself, declaring that the first name of God is He Who is. The second 
approach fixes the soul’s gaze on the Good Itself, saying that this is the 
first name of God.”!? It is the contemplation of God as Good that leads 
Bonaventure to a consideration of the emanations of the Trinity: 


Having considered the essential attributes of God, we must raise the eyes 
of our intelligence to the contuition of the most Blessed Trinity, so as to 
place the second cherub facing the first. Now just as Being itself is the 
principal source of the vision of the essential attributes of God, as well as 
the name through which the others become known, so the Good itself is 
the principal foundation of the contemplation of the personal emanations.'® 


Bonaventure then proceeds to argue that since the good is self- 
diffusive, the highest good must therefore be the most self-diffusive. This 
principle is central to Bonaventure’s Trinitarian theology. Furthermore, 
the greatest self-diffusion cannot exist unless it is actual and intrinsic, 
substantial and hypostatic, natural and voluntary, free and necessary, lack- 
ing nothing and perfect. More specifically, Bonaventure’s attempt to syn- 
thesize Augustine’s intellectual model with Richard’s social model creates 
a balance between God as self-subsisting mind and God as self-giving love. 
Mind achieves perfection in self-presence; love achieves perfection in 
communion. God is the Supreme Spirit who has no need of the world; 
the world is radically contingent, and thus any danger of pantheism is 
eliminated. On the other hand, the world is not unrelated to God; it is 
really related to God both for its being and form. As Supreme Spirit, God 
freely expresses himself in creation; and as love, he freely pours forth a 
share in his being in creatures. The world is God’s book, his love letter, 
and thus any danger of nihilism is eliminated. The world is enchanted, 
since it speaks of the God who is spirit and love. Trinitarianism becomes 
a necessary condition for understanding God, man, and the universe. 

Bonaventure does not think that there can be demonstrative proof for 
the triune nature of God, but he does think there are arguments showing 
why belief in the Trinity does not contradict reason and is, in fact, con- 
gruous with rationality and the mind. He presents arguments of congru- 
ence or fittingness for the triune nature of God!® that are “testimony” of 
the Trinity. We know the Trinity because God has gradually revealed 
himself to us in different ways, or books. The triune God has written 
three books: the Book of Creation, the Book of Scripture, and the Book 
of Life. 


In the Book of Creation, every creature, and especially the rational 
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creature, bears witness to the triune nature of God. Every creature is a 
vestige of God; every rational creature is also an image of God: The 
vestige bears witness indistinctly, the image more clearly. Every creature 
has measure, species, and order; unity, truth, and goodness; or measure, 
number, and weight, which by appropriation correspond to the Trinity of 
persons and thus give witness to the fact that God is the Trinity. An 
intellectual creature is an image that testifies to the threefold character 
of God from near at hand, because an image is what Bonaventure calls 
“an express similitude.” “The intellectual creature has memory, intellect, 
and will; or mind, knowledge, and love. Mind is like a parent, knowledge 
like the offspring, and love like a bond proceeding from both and joining 
them together. For the mind cannot fail to love the word which it gen- 
erates.”?° 

In the Book of Scripture, we have the clearest testimony for the Trinity 
from two sources: the Old and New Testaments. The testimony of the 
Old Testament is implicit, while that of the New is explicit and unam- 
biguous. It is in the latter that we find the command of Jesus Christ that 
the truth of God’s triune nature should be preached clearly and openly 
throughout the world. Before the coming of Christ, human beings were 
obliged to believe in the Trinity only implicitly, but after the coming of 
Christ, they are obliged to believe explicitly (Matthew 28:19). “It must 
be believed by reason of the promulgation of the truth of the gospel.” 

In the Book of Life, we have explicit and express testimony to the 
eternal Trinity. God has provided this witness of his triune nature, Bon- 
aventure tells us, because not all listen to the gospel and because this is 
a truth beyond reason: The Divine Wisdom provided an eternal testimony 
for these reasons in the Book of Life, which provides a testimony for the 
souls on earth through the influence of light. This illumination can be 
received in two ways, either through an innate light or from an infused 
one. That God is triune is dictated not by the innate light itself, but by 
the infused light from which, together with the natural light, it can be 
concluded that God should be thought of as one who generates and spir- 
ates one coequal to, and consubstantial with, himself. 

The central question became how to understand God as one in sub- 
stance and nature and yet three in person. In his book, On the Trinity, 
Augustine set down the theology of the Trinity that became normative 
in the Western church. There are at least three distinctive points found 
in Augustine’s Trinitarian theology. 

First, he views the divine nature as prior to the persons. Augustine 
clearly believes the starting place of Trinitarian theology to be the divine 
nature or essence, not the Father or the manifestations of the three per- 
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sons. Hence, in the West, the question will always be: After Augustine, 
how can the one God be three in person? This understanding of the 
central question of Trinitarian theology is different from the approach 
taken in the church in the East, for which the question is: How can the 
three persons be one God? The Greek theologians tend to see the persons 
as logically prior to the nature, while for the West, following Augustine, 
it is the divine nature that is seen as logically prior. 

Second, Augustine insists that every operation of God is due to the 
entire Trinity. Third, in order to explain how the one God can be three, 
he develops an analogy between human thought and will and the divine 
processions (of the Son and Spirit). This mental analogy for the divine 
processions is usually referred to as a psychological view or model of the 
Trinity. The warrant for this analogy comes from the biblical teaching, 
found clearly in Genesis, that man is the image of God. Augustine thus 
looks for God’s image in the human soul, which he comes to see as the 
mirror of the divine. This approach had a lasting influence in the West. 
An implication of this psychological model is that the Trinity of persons 
must in fact be subsistent relations within the Godhead, since the persons 
cannot be distinguished by any unique essential attribute. Since there is 
no opposition between spiration and either paternity or filiation, there is 
no reason for a fourth person. The West, following Augustine’s lead, 
came to see Father, Son, and Spirit as three subsisting relations within 
the one God. 

However, Augustine did not have the last word in the West. Beginning 
with a landmark study in the late nineteenth century by Théodore de 
Régnon, it has become clear that there were different traditions even 
within Western Trinitarian theology.?! De Régnon, in particular, pointed 
out some of the important differences between Aquinas and Bonaventure. 
Since De Régnon’s study, there has been considerable discussion about 
how Bonaventure fits within the different approaches to Trinitarian the- 
ology. De Régnon saw Bonaventure as belonging to a tradition that went 
back through Alexander of Hales and Richard of St. Victor to Pseudo- 
Dionysius. He placed Aquinas in a distinct tradition that went back and 
through Anselm and the Lombard to Augustine. Other scholars followed 
this main line of argument set down by De Régnon,” but in 1966, Ole- 
gario Gonzalez set forth a somewhat different account of the history of 
Trinitarian theology. While De Régnon had presented Richard as one 
more deeply influenced by Greek Trinitarian theology and thus the me- 
dieval founder of a tradition that competed with Augustine, Gonzalez 
argued that Richard of St. Victor was heavily influenced by Augustine on 
a number of points.” In addition, more recent studies have indicated that 
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Richard belongs solidly in the Latin tradition. There are two distinct ideas 
present in his Trinitarian theology: first, his notion of the good seems to 
depend heavily on Anselm’s “that than which no greater can be thought”; 
second, the dominant idea in Richard’s thought is dependent upon a 
psychological analysis of love. Given the dearth of influence from Pseudo- 
Dionysius, it is now clear that Richard is not the founder of the Greek 
tradition. Richard held what has come to be called a social model of the 
Trinity.4 In this view, perfect love requires a beloved. Self-giving love 
requires one to receive the love; hence, there must be at least two persons 
in the Trinity. But Richard also argued that love between two is less 
perfect than that among three, because a third is necessary for the love 
of the two to be recognized and intensified; only a circle of love is truly 
complete and perfect. Richard also proposed as the definition of person, 
“an incommunicable existence of the divine nature.” 

Bonaventure, however, unambiguously belongs in a tradition influ- 
enced by Pseudo-Dionysius. It seems clear that Bonaventure learned of 
both Richard and Pseudo-Dionysius through Alexander of Hales. Alex- 
ander and the work for which he is largely responsible, namely the Summa 
fratris Alexandri, are deeply influenced by a Dionysian concept of the good. 
Indeed, Bonaventure develops a metaphysics of the good, which serves as 
the foundation for his Trinitarian theology. Into this metaphysics, he in- 
corporates his principal argument for a plurality of persons, an argument 
from an analysis of love. Gonzalez concludes that there is a distinct tra- 
dition of Trinitarian theology in the thirteenth century, but that the 
founder of this tradition is not Richard of St. Victor, but in fact, Bona- 
venture.» The sources of Bonaventure’s distinctive Trinitarian theology 
are, proximately, Alexander of Hales, but more remotely, Pseudo- 
Dionysius and Aristotle. Bonaventure incorporates elements from Augus- 
tine and Richard into this foundational metaphysics of the good. De Rég- 
non was correct in saying that there are two distinct traditions of 
Trinitarian theology, but the originator and source of these two traditions 
have been radically revised. 

Anselm was a thoroughgoing Augustinian on theological matters in 
general and on Trinitarian theology in particular. But Anselm, while 
drawing on Augustine’s psychological model, is considerably more confi- 
dent of what reason can attain, and therefore he presents necessary rea- 
sons for the Trinity. In his Monologion, Anselm argues that God, while 
remaining one in essence, must have three relations within himself. God 
as the Supreme Spirit must thus be knowing or rational in order to know 
what he has created. Since created beings clearly indicate rationality and 
design, there must be a designer who knows created beings, just as a 
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craftsman who is to make something must know what he is going to 
make. This knowing must involve reasoning about what will be made. 
“For a maker makes something rationally, if and only if, there is already 
something there in his reasoning—as a sort of exemplar.”*° But knowing 
involves an interior speaking to oneself. “Before a craftsman makes some- 
thing by means of his craft he first expresses it within himself by means 
of a mental conception.” Indeed, the Supreme Spirit, in knowing him- 
self, gives perfect expression to all that he knows in a single, but defin- 
itive, word. In other words, God is mind. The word is the eternal interior 
expression of God’s knowing himself. And what is known is also loved, 
and the love binding together mind with its expression is the Holy 
Spirit. 

Bonaventure approaches the doctrine of the Trinity by asking the clas- 
sic question of how the unity of substance and nature can be reconciled 
with certain “pluralities” that are associated with God: the plurality (1) 
of persons, (2) of manifestations, and (3) of appropriations. We are led 
to the conclusion that God is three in one for two general types of reasons, 
depending on whether we are considering God as the good or as mind. 

When we consider God as the good, we are at the heart of Bonaven- 
ture’s whole metaphysics and theology. The supreme instance of the good’s 
self-diffusion is “that in which the diffusing good communicates to an- 
other his whole substance and nature.””” This point is key to understand- 
ing Bonaventure. It is the good’s first self-diffusion that is the medium of 
creation. This self-communication of God is a word begotten from all 
eternity, but it is not subordinate in being to the First Principle; it is 
coequal and through which all things have been created and through him 
all things are governed. 

“For the diffusion that occurred in time in the creation of the world 
is no more than a pivot or point in comparison with the immense sweep 
of the eternal goodness.”* This self-diffusion of the Good is the supreme 
self-communication of God: “He supremely communicates Himself by 
eternally possessing One who is beloved and One who is mutual love.” 

We can also consider God as mind, and Bonaventure thinks we are 
again led to a Trinitarian view by this consideration. Implicit in the ex- 
cellences predicated of God is the view that God is the supreme mind. 
In other words, once it is granted that God must be rational and thus 
understanding, then God must possesses mind. Or, to be more precise, 
since there is nothing that God can possess as an attribute, God must be 
mind. And there are necessary reasons why mind begets an interior word 
that is a likeness of itself, and this likeness is loved; a fortiori, God must 
beget a word that is the perfect expression of the Godhead, and God must 
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love this word, and the word must love what it expresses. There are thus 
necessary reasons why the Godhead must be one in three, triune. 

Bonaventure therefore develops three basic arguments for the plurality 
of persons: an argument from the nature of the good, an argument from 
the nature of mind, and an argument from love. The essential premises 
of these arguments are that the good is by nature self-diffusive, the mind 
is by nature self-knowing, and love is by nature self-communicative. Bon- 
aventure employs different arguments in the course of his career to defend 
the Trinity of persons. He argues that the concepts of goodness, privacy, 
love, perfection, and simplicity all reveal why there must be no fewer 
than three persons. But it is the concept of primacy that lies at the heart 
of Bonaventure’s doctrine of God. The argument is that a being is the 
cause of others because it is first. The divine nature is absolutely first with 
respect to all other essences, and thus is the only being in the fullest sense 
of the word. Bonaventure defends the Scholastic view that within the 
Godhead are two modes of emanation, three hypostases, four relations, 
and five concepts. 

Before discussing the two modes of emanation, it is perhaps important 
to say a word or two about the very notion of person. Boethius had defined 
a person as “an individual substance of a rational nature,” but this def- 
nition, taken by itself, could lead one to become a tritheist. In attempting 
to apply this notion to Trinitarian theology, those theologians relying on 
Augustine came to understand the divine “persons” as constituted by re- 
lation; those theologians relying on Richard tended to see the divine 
persons as constituted by difference of origin. Bonaventure seems clearly 
to side with Richard. This is not to say, however, that Bonaventure com- 
pletely abandons any notion of the persons as subsistent relations, but 
only that it never takes on the centrality that it has for Aquinas. If a 
relation arises from procession, it would seem that the first procession 
logically presupposes a person who actively generates; but if this were so, 
the first person would have to be prior to the relation by which he said 
to be constituted. Hence, Bonaventure will maintain that primacy has a 
logical priority over paternity. 

From the First Principle, there are two perfect emanations: one through 
nature and one through will. The first emanation from the very nature of 
the First Principle is referred to as generation; the second emanation from 
will of the First Principle is spiration. Both of these emanations are perfect 
in the sense that both involve a complete pouring forth of the Godhead: 
one emanation that involves a begetting of the perfect image that reflects 
God fully, and a second emanation that involves a procession of the per- 
fect love of God. 


THE TRIUNE GOD 125 


Each emanation further involves a twofold relation, since a real ema- 
nation involves a principle, a term, and their relation. The emanation 
must be real, and not merely logical or mental. Because there are two 
emanations, there must be four relations: two of origination (paternity 
and spiration) and two of procession (filiation and procession). In other 
words, there are four relations in God: the relationship of the Father to 
the Son (the active generation), the Son to the Father (the passive gen- 
eration), the Father and the Son to the Holy Spirit (the active spiration), 
and the Holy Spirit to the Father and the Son (the passive spiration). 
Furthermore, these relations must be subsistent, and not accidental, for 
whatever is in God must be his essence, or one in being with him. These 
relations must also constitute the distinction between the persons, since 
the persons cannot be distinguished by any absolute attribute, for every 
absolute attribute must belong to the divine nature as such and so be 
common to all persons. Hence, the distinction between the persons is 
found in the relations alone. It is true to say, then, that the Father is the 
Divine Paternity, the Son the Divine Filiation, and the Spirit the Divine 
Procession. 

Bonaventure discusses each person of the Trinity in terms of the three 
names. He treats the first person of the Trinity as the Unbegotten One, 
as the Principle who proceeds from no other, and as the Father. “The 
Unbegotten One” designates him by negation; “Principle who proceeds 
from no other” designates him by an affirmation and a negation; “Father” 
designates him positively, properly, and completely.*° The Father is the 
“ancient of days” “whose antiquity is eternity.”*! In his Sentences com- 
mentary, Bonaventure compares the emanation of the persons (personarum 
emanatio) to a river because when one stands at some point beside a river, 
it seems to have no beginning and no end. 

The second person of the Trinity is the Image, the Word, or the Son. 
Image designates him as the expressed likeness of the Father. Word des- 
ignates him as the expressing likeness, and Son as the personal likeness. 
The Word proceeds from the First Principle as the term of an intellectual 
procession in a way analogous to the generation of a concept in the 
human mind. As an act of intellectual conception, the Word must be a 
likeness of the object known—in this case, the First Principle. 

The third person of the Trinity is the Gift, the mutual Love, and the 
Holy Spirit. Gift designates him as being given through the will; Love as 
the one given through the will as the Gift par excellence, and Holy Spirit 
as the one given through the will who is a person. As the Son is the 
term of the act of the divine intellect, so the Spirit is the term of the act 
of the divine will. As in human love, the act of love arouses an impression 
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of the object loved, so does God’s act of love for himself proceed forth 
into the Spirit. 

Bonaventure discusses Aristotle’s ten categories of being—substance, 
quantity, relation, quality, action, passion, space, time, position, and pos- 
session—in terms of their applicability to God. The last five of these do 
not properly apply to God because they pertain only to beings both bodily 
and mutable, and they may be used of God only in an analogical or 
figurative way. The first five are applicable to God insofar as they betoken 
completeness without contradicting the divine simplicity. In other words, 
as Bonaventure explains, whatever is predicated must be identical with 
God such that any predicate is understood as substantive. “The only ex- 
ception is relation, which has a twofold reference: the subject in which 
it exits and the object to which it points.” The relation that refers to 
the subject in whom it exists is substantive; the relation that refers to the 
object is not substantive, but exists only because there must be distinction. 

Bonaventure then sets down a rule to govern the distinct modes of 
predication: “Terms predicated as substances of all three Persons are pred- 
icated severally and jointly, and in the singular; while terms predicated 
as relations cannot be predicated of all three Persons; and if they apply 
to more than one Person, they are predicated in the plural, designating 
them as related distinct, similar or equal by reason of their intrinsic re- 
lationship.” What this amounts to is that some terms may be predicated 
of only one of the persons, and only in the singular: Father, Son, Spirit, 
begotten. Other terms may be predicated of two of the persons, in the 
singular or in the plural depending on whether they apply to one or both: 
The Son proceeds from the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit proceed 
from the Father. Still other terms may be predicated of all three persons, 
either in the singular or the plural: All three persons mutually dwell 
within each other. 

After Trinitarian theology has addressed the question of how to rec- 
oncile the unity of nature with the plurality of persons, it must take up 
the question of reconciling the divine unity with a plurality of manifes- 
tations. These manifestations, to which Bonaventure refers, are the ap- 
pearances or theophanies of God at various moments in salvation history, 
such as when he appeared to the patriarchs and prophets. 

In discussing these manifestations, Bonaventure begins with the foun- 
dational view that the Principle has revealed himself through the effects 
that emanate from him, that is to say, in all creatures. But within this 
general revelation found in all creatures, there are special manifestations 
that make God known through particular effects. First, there are ind- 
wellings that are spiritual effects that make God possess us and be pos- 
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sessed by us. Bonaventure had in mind here sanctifying grace, which 
makes us sharers in the very life of God. Second, there are manifestations 
properly so-called that are effects perceivable by the senses, such as when 
the Holy Spirit appeared as a dove. 

The final plurality that Trinitarian theology must treat is the plurality 
of appropriations. Hugh of St. Victor had developed the notion that it is 
tight to think of each of the persons as particularly involved in certain 
works. None of this is to deny the fundamental principle, established by 
the church fathers, that what one person does, all do. But particular per- 
sons of the Trinity may be said to be especially at work in certain actions. 

Following in the Victorine’s path, Bonaventure unambiguously holds 
that all essential attributes apply to all three persons, but certain attributes 
are “appropriated” to just one of the persons because they apply to that 
one in an especially appropriate way. For example, oneness is appropriated 
to the Father, truth to the Son, and goodness to the Holy Spirit. These 
terms are not properly predicated of the person since they are always 
common, but they are useful in understanding the distinct persons within 
the Trinity.*> As already seen, oneness, truth, and goodness apply to God 
as the supreme and perfect being insofar as it is a whole, intelligible, and 
communicable. But each of these terms is appropriated to a particular 
person in the Trinity, such that oneness refers uniquely to the Father, 
truth to the Son, and goodness to the Spirit. There is a certain logic to 
this: “The Supremely One is supremely first because He is absolutely with- 
out beginning; the Supremely True is supremely conforming [to the One] 
and beautiful; the Supremely Good is supremely satisfying and benefi- 
cent.”*4 

There is a second series of appropriations: eternity, splendor, and fru- 
ition. Eternity is in the Father, since he has no beginning and is first in 
every respect; splendor is in the likeness, since he is supremely beautiful; 
fruition is in the Holy Spirit, since he is supremely beneficent and gen- 
erous. Bonaventure quotes Augustine for support on this second mode of 
appropriation.” 

The third mode of appropriation flows from the second in that supreme 
oneness implies principle and origin; supreme beauty and resplendence, 
expression and exemplarity; supreme beneficence and goodness, the end. 
As a result, in this third mode, efficiency is appropriated to the Father, 
exemplarity to the Son, and finality to the Holy Spirit. 

Finally, since all power derives from the one supremely first, all wisdom 
flows from the supreme exemplar, and all will tends toward the supreme 
end, omnipotence, omniscience, and benevolence may be appropriated to 
the Father, Son, and Spirit, respectively. 


The Creation of the World 


hy does Bonaventure explicitly include creation as a distinct sub- 

ject area in his division of theology? What does theology add to 
our understanding of creation that has not already come to light in ex- 
amining nature? 

First and foremost, according to Bonaventure, theology reinforces our 
awareness of the nothingness of creation. It is this fundamental nothin- 
giness that we must recall if we are to understand Bonaventure’s doctrine 
of creation. In recalling this doctrine, however, it is also important to 
keep in mind that Bonaventure believes creation ex nihilo (from nothing) 
can be known by reason alone. Theology reiterates and reinforces with a 
higher authority what the reflective mind already knows. Bonaventure’s 
constant reiteration of the nothingness of creation has a twofold aspect: 
(1) creatures are made by God from nothing; and (2) even in their being, 
creatures are almost nothing in that they participate in a finite way in 
being, and they are radically contingent, for they come to be and cease 
to be. 

Like other Christians, Bonaventure affirms the goodness of creation, 
but for him, it is part of a larger mysticism that he inherits from Francis- 
canism. Francis of Assisi popularized a view of nature that looked upon 
the created world as a reflection of the Creator.! One of Francis’s biog- 
raphers, Thomas of Celano, tells us: 


[W]hatever he discovers in creatures he guides to the Creator. “He rejoices 
in all the works of the Lord’s hand” (Psalm 92:5), and through their de- 
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lightful display he gazes on their life-giving reason and cause. In beautiful 
things he discerns Beauty Itself; all good things cry out to him: “The One 
who made us is the Best.” Following the footprints imprinted on all crea- 
tures, he follows his Beloved everywhere; out of them all he makes for 


himself a ladder by which he might reach the Throne.’ 


Francis was deeply struck both by creation and by our kinship with it, a 
view that he expresses in his famous hymn that calls upon “Brother Sun” 
and “Sister Moon” to join him in praising God. In Bonaventure’s hands, 
this nature mysticism receives a new philosophical depth thanks to his 
semiotic metaphysics rooted in divine exemplarism. 

In addition, theology adds to the doctrine of creation a clear knowledge 
of the divine Word’s central role in creation. Bonaventure’s view of cre- 
ation is thoroughly Logos (Word) centric. Christ is the Word of God 
through whom all things have been made. 


A Trinitarian View of Creation 


Bonaventure’s view of creation, in addition to being Logos centric, is also 
Trinitarian. Bonaventure develops a Trinitarian view of creation by build- 
ing on the foundation laid by Augustine in De Trinitate. The whole world 
reflects the triune God in different ways and to different degrees.’ Bona- 
venture is quite fond of seeking out trinities in creation and relating them 
to the triune God. This endeavor involves two steps: first, seeking an 
analogy between and unity in its conjoined trinity and then, “appropri- 
ating” the trinity of characteristics to the divine persons. This two-step 
process is followed again and again. Obviously, this endeavor relies on 
analogous reasoning, with the analogies found in creatures, in the human 
soul, and in the soul’s operations. The soul, with its unity of essence and 
three powers, is an image of the Trinity. But the free will in itself is a 
sign of the Trinity because insofar as it is a power, it bears the mark of 
the Father; insofar as it is rational, it bears the mark of the Son; and 
insofar as it is free, it bears the mark of the Holy Spirit.‘ 

Every creature has measure, species, and order; unity, truth, and good- 
ness; or measure, number, and weight, which by appropriation correspond 
to the Trinity of persons, Father, Son and Spirit, respectively, and thus, 
to Bonaventure’s mind, give witness to the fact that God is the Trinity. 
The intellectual creature is an image and testifies to the threefold char- 
acter of God from near at hand, because an image is an expressed simil- 
itude. The intellectual creature has memory, intellect, and will; or mind, 
knowledge, and love. Mind is like a parent, knowledge like an offspring, 
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and love like a bond proceeding from both and joining them together. 
“For the mind cannot fail to love the word which it generates.”* 

Bonaventure reiterates on many occasions that the First Principle has 
disposed all things by measure, number, and weight. In this way, he in- 
dicates that every thing is an effect of the creating Trinity. Every thing 
that exists is brought about by the Trinity, which is the efficient, exemplar, 
and final cause. The Trinity’s efficient causality, in bringing any thing to 
be, is manifested in its measure, that is, it is one and is dependent upon 
the efficient cause. The Trinity’s exemplar causality is reflected in the 
thing’s number, in other words, it is true (conforms to its exemplar cause) 
and has a distinct existence; the Trinity’s final causality is reflected in the 
thing’s weight, that is, it is good and ordered to its final cause.° Bonaven- 
ture is saying that every being is one, true, and good; has mode (a de- 
pendency upon the efficient cause), species (a conformity to its exemplar 
cause), and order (an ordination to its final cause).7 

Bonaventure appeals to the reader to support his view that the created 
image provides testimony of the Trinity. “ ‘In the state of innocent nature’ 
the Book of Creation had not been obscured nor had the eye of man 
darkened. It was sent the weekend human vision and the mirror of cre- 
ation was made dark and obscure. And the ear of our inner understanding 
was hardened against hearing that testimony.” 


The Hierarchy of Creation 


In the actual production of physical nature, the divine operation was 
threefold: creation, division, and provision. God created out of nothing 
and this was before any day. Then there was an act of division that took 
place over three days. Bonaventure describes the works of these days ac- 
cording to their relation to light. On the first day, God distinguished 
between the luminous, the translucent, and the opaque natures, that is, 
light (fire), air and water, and earth, respectively. On the second day, God 
brought about distinctions between the translucent natures. On the third 
day, there was a distinction made between the translucent and opaque 
natures. 

Finally, over the course of the next six days of creation, God made 
provision for the various natures. On the fourth day, God provided for 
the luminous nature by the forming of the stars. On the fifth day, there 
was a provisioning for the translucent natures when fish and birds were 
made to fill the water and the air. On the sixth day, there was a provi- 
sioning of opaque nature when animals were made, and then, finally, man. 
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“God could have brought all this about in a single instant. He chose 
instead to act through time, and step by step.”* 


Angels 


Bonaventure holds that angels are incorporeal spirits. At the very moment 
of their creation, God gave the angels special perfections: simplicity of 
essence, individuality of person, rationality, and freedom of choice. It was 
the exercise of the last perfection that made all the difference in the 
history of the universe. For in that first instant, the angels had the choice 
to either cling to or turn away from the good, to their own finite good. 
A certain, particularly eminent angel, the glorious “Bearer of Light” (“Lu- 
cifer”), did turn away. Indeed, this angel loved his own glory and his own 
gifts more than God and wanted yet more of them. “The sight of his own 
beauty and eminence having made him fall in love with himself and his 
private good, he presumed upon the lofty state already his, to aspire to a 
further height that he did not possess.”® Thus, in that first instant of 
creation, one of the spiritual creatures, employing the very gift that was 
the condition for the possibility of its being a spiritual creature, turned 
away from the good and thus brought about disorder into God’s creation. 
The will of the intelligent being is made to choose the good, but in order 
for it to be able to fulfill its very purpose, it must be able to choose 
something else. So did the will of one such spiritual being, and the dis- 
order of sin entered into the world. Bonaventure is keenly aware of the 
problem of evil, and because he thinks the origin of evil is an action of 
the will, he is also deeply aware of its explosive power. The fate of the 
universe rides on the movements of this power. 

Because of the nature of angels as purely spiritual beings, they were 
capable of a single definitive choice in a way that corporeal beings are 
not. Precisely because their first choice was definitive, Lucifer and the 
angels who followed his lead became immediately obstinate in their evil 
choice, and blind to truth, lawless in their action, and deficient in their 
powers. In other words, the rebellious angels sunk even further, and by a 
similar dynamic, the faithful angels, who turned to the good, were con- 
firmed in the very good they chose. The bad angels were fixed in their 
impenitence, and the good angels were confirmed through grace and glory. 
The good angels thus possess a “God-formed” intellect and a will irrev- 
ocably fixed on the supreme good as a result of their first and definitive 
choice. Because the angels behold God face to face, they move in God 
wherever they may be sent. 
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Bonaventure discusses in detail the heavenly hierarchy, in which there 
are three orders of spirits: the first consists of Thrones, Cherubim, and 
Seraphim; the second of Dominions, Virtues, and Powers; the third of 
Principalities, Archangels, and Angels. It is of interest here that Bona- 
venture follows the enumeration of the angelic hierarchy provided by 
Pseudo-Dionysius in his On the Heavenly Hierarchy (De caelestia hierar- 
chia).!° Gregory the Great (ca. 540-604) had provided a slightly different 
listing of the hierarchy.!! 

God has given the administration of the universe to the angels in that 
they are to move the heavenly bodies. They receive from the first cause 
an influx of power to preserve the natural stability of things. The faith 
teaches that the angels also have special roles in the works of reparation.!” 


The Human Being 


The origin of the rational soul has long proven a difficult issue for Chris- 
tians. The two main opinions on this matter are the traducianist and the 
creationist. The defenders of traducianism held that the soul is generated 
with the body, “led out” of the matter, so to speak (hence, the name from 
traducere, “to lead out”). The creationists argue that God directly creates 
the human and immortal soul and infuses it, at some moment (another 
point of dispute) into the body. The problem for the traducianist is im- 
mortality: If the soul is generated with the body, why does it not die when 
the body dies? The problem of the creationist is original sin: If God di- 
rectly creates the human soul, how does it incur original sin and its ef- 
fects?’? Augustine himself had been unclear on this issue and bequeathed 
the problem to his commentators in the Middle Ages. 

Bonaventure discusses different theories about the origin of the soul at 
some length.'* He holds the view that God directly creates the rational 
soul with the body, or perhaps following the body.!*> God reserves the 
creation of the soul to himself alone because the form that is the soul 
cannot be brought into existence by generation since all that is generated 
is naturally corruptible, but the soul is not;'¢ it is the substantial form of 
the human being. Bonaventure quotes Aristotle to support his contention 
that the intellect has to come from an extrinsic, nonmaterial source.!” 

Human reason can be analyzed in three different ways: innocent, 
fallen, and glorified.'* The human being was happy in paradise as God 
originally intended. Paradise, as the condition of creation as God origi- 
nally intended it, plays a paradigmatic role in Bonaventure’s thought. The 
source of this prelapsarian happiness was man’s ability to read the two 
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“books” God wrote. One is the external book or the book without, that 
is, the perceptible world. For “the first Principle created this perceptible 
world as a means of self-revelation so that, like a mirror of God or a 
divine footprint, it might lead man to love and praise his Creator.” The 
second book is the book within, for it is inscribed in nothing less than 
God’s eternal art, that is, his mind and that mind’s definitive expression 
of itself, the eternal Word. “Accordingly there are two books, one written 
within, and that is God’s eternal art and Wisdom; the other written with- 
out, and that is the perceptible world.”! 


The Corruption of Sin 


Good and Evil 


| cn rejects any sort of fundamental dualism between good and 
evil. “A first and absolute evil does not and could not exist,” Bona- 
venture argues, because the very notion of First Principle implies supreme 
plenitude.! There cannot be two supreme beings. The First Principle must 
necessarily exist for his own sake and not for another. The one Supreme 
Being is utterly without defect; it cannot be lacking in existence and 
cannot fail in operation, nor can the First Principle be the cause of evil 
in any manner. Indeed, the First Principle is the cause of everything that 
comes about in the universe except sin. The question then becomes, 
whence comes evil? 

Bonaventure follows Augustine in distinguishing between natural and 
moral evil, or, to use the terminology from Augustine’s On Free Choice 
(De libero arbitrio), the evil of penalty (malum poenae) and the evil of guilt 
(malum culpae). The former is an evil we suffer, while the latter is a 
privation of righteousness that we cause. The evil of penalty is just and 
comes from divine providence. Although the stain of original sin is blot- 
ted out in the soul by baptism, the consequences of original sin—con- 
cupiscence and bodily weakness—remain, and it is against these conse- 
quences that all human beings are to fight throughout their lives. Life 
thus necessarily involves struggle; this is the human condition.’ 
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The Original Sin 


The possibility for sin is found in the fact of free choice.’ Bonaventure 
interestingly ties man’s capacity for failing in the operation of his will to 
the fact that he is a being made out of nothingness. Man is imperfect in 
his nature by the very fact that he has been created, that is, made out of 
nothing, and an imperfect being, nevertheless capable of free choice, is 
able to act for an end other than God. Here lies the root of the great 
mystery of evil, for free choice entails the possibility of such a being 
choosing an end contrary to the good, while yet remaining good in its 
very being. The Supreme Good created a being with life, intelligence, 
and will, but this creature was to be conformed to the good in mode, 
species, and order, that is, “it was meant to act by the power of God, in 
accordance with God and for God as an end.” However, because the 
human being has free choice, he is capable of acting for himself instead 
of for God, and thus not properly by the power of God, nor according to 
God, nor for God. “That precisely is sin: the vitiation of mode, species 
and order.”* 

In paradise, God gave us a twofold command, one of nature for our 
own good, and one of discipline for the sake of meriting the good that 
was promised but not yet attained. This disciplinary command was given 
purely for the sake of obedience, for “there is no better way of meriting 
than pure obedience.” The command was obligatory just in itself, and not 
for some added reason. In this way, God intended that we should merit 
heaven by our willing obedience. 

The human will of man was fallible or capable of failing to cling to 
God, even from the beginning before the first sin, because we are made 
out of nothing and had not yet been stabilized by glory. Since the human 
will was fallible, God gave us four aids, two natural and two gracious. The 
natural aids were right judgment (rectitude of conscience) and right will 
(synderesis). The aids of grace were actual and sanctifying grace. The 
actual grace helped man to know himself, his God, and the world; the 
sanctifying grace, which is charity, disposed man to love God above all 
else and his neighbor as himself.’ 

Bonaventure takes the Genesis story of the temptation and the Fall to 
be the report of an actual event and an illuminating paradigm of all 
subsequent sins. According to Bonaventure, Lucifer, the leader of the 
rebellious angels, took the form of a serpent in paradise in order to tempt 
the first woman, Eve. God permitted him to do so, but forced him to take 
the form of a serpent so that his cunning might be seen and so that all 
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future human beings would know how shrewd Satan is in disguising him- 
self. 

Bonaventure gives Satan credit for his clever and carefully planned 
seduction. First, he attacked the very apex and citadel of the human 
being—the rational power. He did this by arousing doubt about the di- 
vinely given “precept of discipline.” Satan began his seduction by cross- 
examining Eve about the very reason for the prohibition, thus suggesting 
that it is arbitrary and of no intrinsic value: “[The serpent] said to the 
woman, Did God say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree of the garden? ” 
(Genesis 3:1). In this way, he awakened doubt about whether the sup- 
posed penalty of death would actually be incurred for transgressing the 
prohibition. Then, Satan aroused contempt in the irascible appetite for 
the penalty supposedly threatened by God: “You will not die” (Genesis 3: 
4). The fallen angel then aroused the concupiscible appetite by promising 
Eve that she would gain a knowledge of good and evil and be like God: 
“For God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and 
you will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Genesis 3:5). Furthermore, 
Satan produced a distinct object for each power of the woman so aroused: 
knowledge for the rational power, Godlike eminence for the irascible, and 
the fruit of the tree for the concupiscible. By first arousing each power 
and then presenting each with a desired object, Satan seduced Eve into 
using her power of free choice to violate the explicit demands of the 
Good. And so, she consented to his advancements. 

Eve “failed to read the internal book that was open and quite legible 
to the right judgment of reason.” Instead, she kept her mind on the ex- 
ternal book, the external good. “Because her mind was not upon the 
infallible truth, her desire soon began to lean toward the perishable 
good.”¢ The sin of the first human being is thus a sin of the whole person, 
involving not just one power. The first sin involves a thought, a feeling, 
and a deed. 

The sin of Adam was rooted in two things: (1) excessive love for what 
he had, namely, the friendship of the woman; and (2) selfish love for his 
own delight.? The woman was deceived; the man was not. In both cases, 
however, sin is the act of disordering God’s universe, of turning away from 
the Good to grab hold of lesser goods. Both the man and the woman fell 
into disobedience and succumbed to greed; but at root, both had given 
in to pride. Both inordinately attempted to rise above where they were. 

However, “the first Principle who governs all things with perfect fore- 
sight and presides over all with perfect justice, tolerates no disorder of 
any kind in the universe.”® By forsaking the natural order, the human 
being becomes subject to the judicial order. As punishment for sin, God 
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took away the special gifts given to the body; hence, it was afflicted with 
hard work and the defects of hunger and thirst. Furthermore, the body 
would no longer readily obey the soul, nor would it procreate without 
lust, grow without defect, or remain free from the corruption of death. 
God subjected the human soul to being separated from the body. The 
punishment of woman is twice as heavy because sin began in Eve; 
therefore, she incurred subjection, suffering, and the burden of multiplied 
distress.” 

Bonaventure argues that sin is not a positive essence, but a corrupting 
tendency, which is a force that contaminates the will. It therefore has no 
being apart from the good in which it inheres, namely, the will. Moreover, 
the corruption of sin was to have lasting effects on all the posterity of 
Adam and Eve; such posterity would lack the righteousness of original 
justice. Henceforth, without this justice, human beings would suffer in 
both body and soul. Our souls would suffer the fourfold penalty of weak- 
ness (infirmitas), ignorance (ignorantia), malice (malitia), and concupis- 
cence (concupiscentia).'° Our bodies would suffer pain, imperfection, labor, 
disease, affliction, death, and corruption. In addition, we would be de- 
prived of the beatific vision. 

Bonaventure follows in a path marked out by Anselm, who came to 
hold that the first sin involved man’s loss of “sanctifying” grace and a 
concomitant just or right relation between man and God. This state of 
injustice explains the necessity of a Savior. Thus, Bonaventure welds to- 
gether Anselm’s view that the first sin resulted in the loss of justice be- 
tween human beings and God and Augustine’s view that concupiscence 
is an effect of the original sin. 

This set of punishments may seem exceedingly harsh, but Bonaventure 
does not think that any of us have a right to happiness. He believes that 
it is perfectly just of God to condemn us all. We are, after all, “children 
of wrath,” as he says on numerous occasions, conceived with a privation 
of the very possession essential to attaining our end and to living without 
suffering, namely, the righteousness of original justice. 

The transmission of original sin presents some difficulties. This sin 
cannot be passed down through the soul, because the rational soul is 
directly and immediately created by God. Nor can it be a straightforward 
matter of transmission through the body, because original sin has profound 
and deep-seated effects in the soul. Bonaventure tries to solve the problem 
of original sin’s transmission by saying that it passes from the soul of Adam 
into the souls of descendents through the flesh, born of concupiscence. 
He speaks of the flesh being seeded with lust and carrying an infection 
that then taints and vitiates the soul. Hence, the spiritual originally cor- 
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rupted the physical, but afterward, the physical infects the spiritual. The 
infected flesh then infects the soul so united with it by the creative act 
of God. God infuses the soul as he creates it out of nothing, but through 
this infusion, the soul unites with rebellious flesh. In this way, however, 
God cannot be blamed for the soul’s infection.!' Bonaventure remains 
consistent all the way through his discussion of sin: Sin entered the world 
not through the will of God, but through the will of man. And it is 
through that first sin that its effects are transmitted through the posterity 
of Adam.” 


Sin 


Augustine’s corpus contains three definitions of sin. The first definition 
considers sin to be “anything done, said or desired against the natural 
law.” The eternal law is “the divine order or will of God which requires 
the preservation of natural order and forbids its violation.”'® However, in 
an early work, Augustine defined sin as “a turning away from God and 
turning toward creatures.”'4 In this view of sin, it is conceived primarily 
as an aversion to God and a conversion to creatures. In other words, sin 
involves turning from the Supreme Good to a lesser good. In the City of 
God, Augustine defines sin as the egoistic love of self, joined to an un- 
willingness to love. This view finds its inspiration in the biblical teaching 
that “Pride is the beginning of sin” (Sirach 10:13). Augustine writes: “The 
earthly by the love of self, even to the contempt of God; the heavenly 
by the love of God, even to the contempt of self. The former glories in 
itself, the latter in the Lord.”!> All three of these definitions find their 
place in Bonaventure’s thought. 

Bonaventure establishes the conditions under which a sin is venial and 
not mortal: (1) when a temporal good is merely loved too much, but 
without being actually chosen over the eternal; (2) when the useful is 
not actually chosen over the right; (3) when self-will is loved too much, 
but not actually preferred to the divine will; and (4) when the flesh is 
full of desires, but not actually preferred to the judgment of right reason. 
In these conditions, the sinner is outside the law, but not choosing di- 
rectly against it. Indeed, Bonaventure does not think that sensual pleasure 
is ever actually preferred to right reason unless reason itself gives consent. 

Every occurrence of actual sin recapitulates the dynamic involved in 
the original sin. “Every personal sin is in a way a copy of the first and orig- 
inal sin.”!© There are four steps to consummation of every sin: (1) the 
suggestion, (2) a subjective satisfaction with the suggestion, (3) consent 
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to the suggestion, and (4) the act. All sin involves the will’s withdrawal 
from the First Principle, and hence, “actual sin is an actual disorder of 
the will.”!” “When the disorder is slight and does not destroy, but merely 
disturbs the order of justice, it is called venial, or readily pardonable, for 
it does not result in total loss of grace or in God’s enmity.”!® The order 
of justice still demands that the Good be preferred to any temporal good, 
as in the moment of the original sin. Mortal sin always involves some 
element of contempt, either for God himself or for his commands. Even 
so, the human being does not contemn the First Principle or his com- 
mands in themselves, but he either desires to have or fears losing some- 
thing other than God. As a result, Bonaventure often says that sin has 
two roots: fear and love. And between these two, love is the ultimate and 
primordial root of sin, because fear arises from love. There is no fear of 
losing something unless some good is first loved. By this means, Bona- 
venture traces the root of all sin to the disordered love of perishable goods. 
By the same token, the root of all sin is sloth—the failure to love the 
Good enough, with diligence. 


The City of Man 


Man is by nature a social animal, who needs the help of other human 
beings and naturally loves their fellowship. There are three social orders— 
conjugal, domestic, and civil—each one a true society possessing its own 
proper authority: matrimonial (husband over wife), parental (parents over 
children), and civil (superior over subordinates). The proper authority of 
civil society gives rise to a coercive power of subjugation, but if man had 
remained in a state of innocence, this coercive power would not have 
been necessary;!? it arose because civil authority needs to restrain man’s 
propensity to evil and to inordinate desires.*° Men could not live together 
in this fallen state if the sovereign did not repress the evil and defend 
the good.?! Indeed, secular power may even employ lethal force against 
evildoers, provided that the intention is love of justice and not revenge. 

The first question in such a political view is what ought subjects living 
under unjust rule or in an illegimiate regime to do? Bonaventure leaves 
little room for rebellion, but he does admit that when a ruler gains power 
either through violence or deceit, we may consider this power from two 
angles: that of the ruler or that of the subject. The ruler’s power is clearly 
unjust from the perspective of the illicit ruler’s will; but from the per- 
spective of the merit that the subject may gain, this rule is just, because 
it is either for the trial of the good or the punishment of the bad.” 
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Though he does not approve, God permits the unjust ruler to rule. The 
subject should see this rule as part of the providence of God, whose judg- 
ment, while often hidden, is never ultimately unjust. Although unjust 
power may appear meaningless, we are to remember that it is part of a 
great order (magna ordinatio) in which evil is punished and the good ad- 
vanced.” 

Nevertheless, since the coercive power of political authority is pos- 
tlapsarian and exists for the narrow purpose of restraining fallen man’s 
propensity to evil and inordinate desires and of defending the good from 
harm, political authority is properly limited. In such an Augustinian con- 
ception, political power ought to respect the boundaries established by its 
limited domain of authority, circumscribed as it is within the legitimate 
societies of the family and marriage. The long recognized implication of 
such a conception is that the conjugal and domestic orders possess a 
inherent liberty that political authority ought to recognize. In short, Bon- 
aventure’s political theory is an Augustinian one of limited government 
that preserves the fundamental liberties of hearth and home. 


The Incarnation of the Word 


The Fittingness of the Incarnation 


C)" of sheer goodness and mercy, says Bonaventure, God chose to 
save the human race and his creation marred by sin. God could have 
done this in any number of ways, but, as Bonaventure neatly lays out, he 
chose the most fitting and the one most adapted to (1) the nature of 
redemption, (2) the redeemed, and (3) the redeemer. The restoration of 
the universe is no less a work than creation, and the key event in this 
restoration is the Incarnation, “the most perfect of all God’s works.” Dis- 
cussions of the redeemer, of course, are usually referred to as Christology 
and, although Bonaventure does not use the term, he regards Christ to 
be the center of theology (as well as philosophy). The topic of the way 
in which Christ redeems the human race is often referred to soteriology, 
and here too, Bonaventure treats the subject at length without using this 
name. 

As we have seen, Bonaventure holds that God does all things with 
power, wisdom, and goodness; so too in the case of the restoration. If we 
examine the Incarnation as a work of God in the light of power, wisdom, 
and goodness, we can see why it is the most perfect of all God’s works, 
for there cannot be any greater act of power than to combine within a 
single person two natures as disparate as the human and divine. There is 
no wiser act than to perfect the universe by uniting the first and the last, 
that is, the origin of all things, the Word, and the last to be made, the 


141 


142 THE LIGHT OF THEOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE 


human being. “For there is the consummation of perfection, as appears 
in a circle, the most perfect of figures, which is ended at the same point 
from which it begins.”! There can be no greater act of benevolence than 
that the master redeem the slave by taking the very nature of the slave.’ 

While Bonaventure stresses the sheer gratuity of the redemption—that 
is, God was in no way obliged to save us—he is very clear that man could 
not have been saved by any healer other than God. To be healed of the 
malady of original sin and its effects, man needed to recover three things: 
purity of soul, the friendship of God, and that excellence proper to his 
nature whereby he had been subject to God. However, the human being 
could not recover his proper excellence if he had become subject to a 
mere creature, he could not have recovered the friendship of God except 
through a mediator who could “touch” God and man, and he could not 
have recovered purity of soul if his sin had not been blotted out in accord 
with divine justice after condign atonement had been made. All of these 
conditions for man’s restoration—a supremely excellent restorer, a su- 
premely friendly mediator, and superabundant satisfier—point to the ap- 
propriateness, indeed, conditioned necessity, of a God-man redeemer. 
Bonaventure follows Anselm in teaching that, although there was no 
absolute necessity for God to redeem man, it was necessary if he was going 
to complete the good he had begun in creating man and therefore restore 
him to happiness. In other words, because God has begun a good work, 
namely man, it was “necessary” for the honor of God and the happiness 
of the human being that he be saved. It was not necessary, however, that 
man be at all, nor was it strictly necessary that a good be completed. But 
if the good that is man was to be completed, it was necessary in this 
conditioned sense for God to save man. 

Bonaventure argues against those who would say that only the Son 
could take on human nature and that the other persons of the Trinity 
could not be incarnate; in particular, he argues against those who would 
interpret Anselm in this way. Anselm, he says, did not say that it was 
impossible for any person but the Son to be incarnate, but that it was 
not as fitting for any person as for the Son.? 


The Union of Natures 


Bonaventure describes the Incarnation as the act by which God effected 
a union between himself and human nature, but the nature so assumed 
into the divine is not merely one of the flesh; it refers to an assumption 
of the rational spirit as well. In addition, this union was brought about 
not through a commingling of the divine and human natures into some 
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third hybrid, but through a unity of person. The one divine person, the 
Son, truly united human nature to himself.* The union of the two natures 
could not have occurred in a human hypostasis, because the divine nature 
cannot subsist in any being other than its own hypostasis. 

Bonaventure gives significant consideration to the type of union in- 
volved in the Incarnation.’ After ruling out many types of union, there 
are four possibilities, for example, from the standpoint of the relationship 
between the two objects united: (1) the change of one into the other, 
(2) the change of the two into a third, (3) the constitution of a third 
object without a change in the two, and (4) the insertion of one object 
into the other without a change into or the constitution of a third. Bon- 
aventure also considers the theories of union proposed by Al-Ghazali 
(1058-1111), Aristotle, and St. Bernard. He comes to the conclusion that 
the type of union involved in the Incarnation transcends all types of 
union found in the natural order or even in the supernatural order of 
grace. 

There is no example of the type of union that must be involved in 
the Incarnation. This is not to say, however, that certain types of union 
cannot be ruled out. It is important to note that the “mystery” of the 
Incarnation consists in the nature of the union involved in a divine hy- 
postasis assuming human nature. Hence, the scope of the mystery is sig- 
nificantly narrowed. The possibility of a Nestorian or subordinationist 
conception (that divine and human persons remained separate in the 
incarnate Christ) is rejected on the grounds that Nestorianism would 
commit us to a type of union that is not possible. Like other Scholastics, 
Bonaventure rules out Monophysitism (the doctrine that Christ has a 
single inseparable nature that is at once divine and human rather than 
having two distinct but unified natures) or Nestorianism on the philo- 
sophical grounds that both theories commit us to incoherent theories of 
unity. 

The Incarnation proceeds from the whole Trinity such that God, the 
creative Principle, is also the restorative Principle. But in considering the 
restorative Principle, it is important to consider (1) the fullness of grace 
in the incarnate word, (2) the fullness of wisdom in his intellect, and (3) 
the fullness of merit in his actions. 


The Fullness of Grace 


With regard to the fullness of grace, Bonaventure believes that Christ 
possesses wholly all graces from the first moment of his conception. The 
incarnate Word is the restorative Principle. But since any perfection must 
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exist more fully and completely in its source than in its effects, the re- 
storative Principle of the human race must possess the fullness of all grace. 

In particular, Christ possessed the grace of the particular person, the 
grace of headship, and the grace of union. By the grace of his particular 
person, the incarnate Word was immune from all sin, nor could he have 
sinned. By the grace of union, the incarnate Word merited not only the 
beatitude of glory, but also the adoration of latria, or the worship due God 
alone. By the grace of headship, the incarnate Word prompts and enlight- 
ens all those to turn to God in faith or through the sacraments of faith 
(by which he specifies that he means all the just, whether they lived 
before or after his coming). 


The Fullness of Wisdom 


Because the restorative Principle possesses the fullness of wisdom in his 
intellect, Bonaventure gives considerable attention—indeed, no fewer 
than three separate treatments—to the issue of Christ’s knowledge: in his 
Commentary on the Sentences, in his Breviloquium, and in a set of disputed 
questions on the knowledge of Christ (Quaestiones disputata de scientia 
Christ). Just as he is free from all sin, so is Christ free from all ignorance. 
He was filled with the radiance of the divine wisdom itself. Hence, Bon- 
aventure speaks of him enjoying perfect knowledge according to each 
nature in its proper cognitive powers. 

This means that the incarnate Word not only knew all things, but also 
knew them in every possible way. This is because, as God, he knew eter- 
nally; as a sensitive being, he knew sensibly; and as a rational being, he 
knew intellectually. His intellectual knowledge was threefold: of nature, 
grace, and glory. Thus, Christ knew in a total of five distinct ways. By his 
divinity, he knew actually and comprehensively all things actual and pos- 
sible, finite and infinite. By glory, he knew all things actual and finite, 
but the infinite he did not know (except perhaps by some sort of virtual 
knowledge). By grace, he knew everything related to the salvation of 
mankind. By integrity of nature (from Adam), he knew everything related 
to the structure of the universe. By sensible experience, he knew all that 
falls under the senses. It is only through this last experience that he can 
be said to have learned obedience from the things he suffered. And it is 
in this mode of knowing that he perceived things successively rather than 
simultaneously.® 
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The Fullness of Merit 


Central to Bonaventure’s Christology is the notion that Christ is the one 
who merited perfectly and completely for the human race. There are sev- 
eral reasons for this, but it is first important to understand the three ways 
in which a human being can gain merit: (1) by acquiring a claim he did 
not have before, (2) by increasing his right to what is his due, and (3) 
by acquiring a further claim to what he already has by right. No human 
being could gain merit before God apart from Christ, “for we are not 
worthy to be absolved from an offense against the supreme Good, nor do 
we deserve to be rewarded with the immensity of the eternal reward which 
is God himself.” 

Insofar as Christ possessed the fullness of grace, he possessed the full- 
ness and perfection of all merit. All the merits of the whole human race 
are based on his. To the extent that he possessed the grace of the partic- 
ular person, he was established in charity and in virtue, both as habits 
and as acts. Insofar as he possessed the grace of headship, he acquired 
merit, not only for himself, but also for us. He is the root of all the merits 
for the human race. He could not merit the beatitude that he possessed 
in his soul. He merited only those things that could not coexist with the 
state of pilgrimage in this life. 

The exalted knowledge of Christ and his meritorious life and action 
do not preclude his assuming certain defects of human nature. Bonaven- 
ture thinks that he clearly assumed certain penalties of the body incurred 
by the original sin—hunger, thirst, and fatigue—and certain penalties of 
the soul—sorrow, anguish, and fear. However, he did not assume all the 
penalties found in the body and soul. So, for example, Bonaventure does 
not think that the incarnate Word suffered any physical disease, igno- 
rance, or concupiscence (disordered desire).8 Four penalties incurred by 
original sin—ignorance, weakness, malice, and concupiscence—are in- 
compatible with perfect innocence; it is for this reason that Christ simply 
could not be subject to them. He could be subject to the other penalties, 
though, because they served as the occasion for him to practice virtue 
and to testify to the authenticity of his humanity. No innocent person is 
morally obliged to suffer against his will, so Christ could only assume 
certain penalties in a qualified manner. He could not suffer in his rational 
will, since he lived in a state of beatitude and union with the Godhead 
and, what is more, possessed perfect innocence. He did not suffer any 
pain in his divine or rational will (even though in his passion, he suffered 
pain in his carnal will). He suffered only in his instinctive will. Quoting 
Hugh of St. Victor, Bonaventure says, “ ‘Each will acted in its field, tend- 
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ing toward its proper object: divine will to justice, rational will to obe- 
dience, and sensible will to nature.’ ”? 

In his discussion of Christ’s sufferings, Bonaventure is ever mindful that 
in his divine nature, the incarnate Word could not suffer. It is only in 
his human nature that he could suffer, but even here one must be careful. 


The Restorative Principle 


As the mediator between God and man who was to lead man back to 
God, the incarnate Word had to share the state of righteousness and 
beatitude that he had with God. Christ is ever right with the Father and 
happy, while yet being subject to suffering and mortality. 

In his passion, Christ suffered in his body and soul. In his soul, he 
grieved for the sins of the human race and suffered the shame of being 
associated with criminals. Furthermore, Christ’s passion is a model of vir- 
tue in that he endured death for the sake of divine justice and obedience. 

The passion of Christ is an offering of full satisfactory obedience to 
God. On this matter, Bonaventure quotes Anselm’s definition of satisfac- 
tion, that it is the repayment of the honor due to God.'° As man sinned 
through pride and disobedience, it was through humiliation and obedi- 
ence that man was to be restored. 

Our justification is attributed as much to the passion as to the resur- 
rection. One must take care in saying this, however, for neither the cau- 
sality of justification or the destruction of sin has properly been attributed 
to either the resurrection or the passion. Our justification is attributed to 
them in four ways: (1) by intervening merit, which can be reduced to the 
material cause; (2) by a provocative and prompting example, which can 
be reduced to the moving and efficient cause; (3) by regulating exemplar, 
which is the formal cause; and (4) by a quieting end, which is the final 
cause. 

In his death, Christ suffered the separation of his soul from his body. 
Nevertheless, neither the body nor the soul was separated from the God- 
head. However, since man is both body and soul, during the three days 
of separation, it cannot be said that Christ was a man, even though both 
body and soul remained united with the Word, because a man is a soul 
joined to a body." 

After his death on the cross, the soul of Christ descended among the 
dead, as the Apostles’ Creed says. Bonaventure explains that this article 
of faith does not mean that Christ descended to be punished, only that 
he descended to the place of punishment (locus poenae), where the just 
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(iusti) were. Within the lower world or hell (infernus), Bonaventure makes 
a distinction between a low place that includes only a punishment of the 
damned, and the lowest place, which includes both the punishment of 
the damned and of the senses. The former place Bonaventure calls “lim- 
bus.” The name, “limbo,” comes from the Latin word, limbus, meaning 
the border or outermost part. Limbus is further divided into the limbus of 
the children and the limbus of the fathers, also called the bosom of Abra- 
ham. The two must be distinguished, because the fathers, lacking the 
vision of God, nevertheless possessed great expectation of so attaining it; 
the children without baptism do not posses this expectation. It is into 
the limbus of the fathers that Christ descended, an event included in the 
Apostles’ Creed: “he descended into hell.”'? In limbo, while suffering 
the deprivation of beholding God, they did not suffer the pains of the 
damned. Bonaventure distinguishes limbo (or “the bosom of Abraham” 
[sinus Abrahae], as he also calls it) from the part of hell where the damned 
suffer the punishments of the senses.'? Christ descended to limbo, not out 
of necessity, but of his own will and power, to lead out the just. In this 
way, his personal presence consoled those bound, and confused his ene- 
mies, the demons.!* He led out the souls of the elect, or the “holy fathers” 
(“sancti Patres”), those who were members of his body by their anticipatory 
faith. Bonaventure says that the passion of Christ saved those who either 
were members of his body when he suffered or would have been by a 
conversion to him.!> The elect were those who had died as members of 
Christ through living faith or through the sacraments of faith. After the 
harrowing of hell, the just, although given immediately the eternal light 
and beatitude, then had to await the ascension of Christ before entering 
into heaven.!¢ 

One of the criticisms made of the ransom theory is that it elevates 
Satan too much. It implies that Satan is the near equal of God in that 
he can gain some right over man. In addition, God has to trick the devil 
into killing a sinless man in order for him to lose his power over human 
nature. 

The satisfaction theory removes the devil from the picture. The atone- 
ment then becomes a matter between God and man alone, or more spe- 
cifically, between the Father and the Son. The Son, united to human 
nature, satisfies the justice demanded by the offense against the Father. 
Anselm’s exalted notion of that being than which nothing greater can be 
thought seems to require a different theory of atonement than the one 
provided by the ransom theory. God’s honor is satisfied and justice is 
restored by the sacrificial death of the God-man. 

Bonaventure has clearly appropriated Anselm’s satisfaction theory of 
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the atonement; it is this that has shaped his thinking. However, as is his 
custom, he does not deny long-standing traditions and so is also quite 
comfortable to present the ransom theory with rhetorical flourish in his 


devotional work, The Tree of Life: 


Now that the combat of the passion was over and the bloody dragon and 
raging lion thought he had secured a victory by killing the Lamb, the power 
of the divinity began to shine forth in his soul as it descended into hell. 
By this power our strong Lion of the tribe of Judah (Revelation 5:5) rising 
against the strong man who was fully armed (Luke 11:21) tore the prey 
away from him, broke down the gates of hell and bound the serpent. Dis- 
arming the Principalities and Powers, he led them away boldly, displaying 
them openly in triumph in himself (Col 2:15). Then the Leviathan was 
clad about with a hook (Job 40:25), his jaw pierced by Christ so that he 
who had no right over the Head, which he had attacked, also lost what he 
had seemed to have over the body. Then the true Samson, as he died, laid 
prostrate an army of the enemy (Jg 16:30). Then the Lamb without stain 
by the blood of his testament led forth the prisoners from the pit in which 
there was no water (Zach. 9:1). Then the long awaited brightness of a new 
light shone upon those that dwelt in the region of the shadow of death (Is 
g:12).!7 


According to Bonaventure, however, Christ is the efficient cause of 
the restoration. And the restoration is a real process or series of interre- 
lated events that take place in history. This process takes place by the 
action of Christ, and is described by Bonaventure as a hierarchization: 
Christ is the hierarch by whom this process transpires; Christ is the me- 
diator through whom grace and merit flow into those who freely accept 
him in faith and love. This understanding of the restoration therefore 
highlights the importance of imitating Christ, even in the details of his 
life. In other words, the dominant way of conceiving how to be a Chris- 
tian comes to be imitating the life of Christ. 

To say that Bonaventure’s spiritual theory centers on imitating Christ, 
however, is not to say that Bonaventure adopts a merely moral view of 
salvation. In other words, one way of conceiving this restoration would 
be to see Christ as providing a good example of the way human beings 
ought to live life. This view would see Christ as exercising his agency by 
persuasion or example. Bonaventure does not adopt this view; he believes 
that Christ brings about the restoration through the instrument of divine 
grace, which is itself a real cause in the natural order of things, and that 
grace effects the human intellect and will. 
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The Body of Christ: The Church 


In the context of the Incarnation, Bonaventure most explicitly takes up 
the nature of the church. Indeed, he does not separate out his ecclesiology 
from his treatment of the Incarnation; the fundamental reason for this 
seems to be that the church is most properly the mystical body of Christ. 

Bonaventure speaks of the church in the general context of his dis- 
cussion of the fullness of grace that the incarnate Word possesses, and 
specifically, in his discussion of Christ’s grace of headship. The Word made 
flesh is the font of all grace. He confers on those who turn to him the 
spiritual benefit of grace. The way to turn to Christ is through faith or 
through the sacrament of faith. “Yet faith in Christ is the same in all 
believers, past, present, and future.”!® By an inpouring of grace, the faithful 
of Christ are made members of his body and temples of the Holy Spirit, 
and thus also, sons of the Father. Indeed, these three modes of grace are 
conjoined, because baptism (or, for those before the coming of Christ, 
faith in the redeemer) confers a grace that makes the baptized (the faith- 
ful) a member of Christ’s body, a temple of the Spirit, and a son of God 
by adoption. All the baptized are also at once joined to one another by 
“the unbreakable bond of love.” “This bond is not destroyed by the pass- 
ing of time any more than by distance in space: the just of all time and 
places constitute the one mystical body of Christ in that they receive 
both perception and motion from the one Head that influences them, 
through the fontal, radical, and original fullness of all grace that dwells 
in Christ the fountainhead.”!? 

As detailed below, charity is the foundational bond of union for the 
church. This love is the force that Bonaventure thinks quite literally 
unites the lover with “the One most to be loved.” Charity thus establishes 
a bond, a oneness, between lover and beloved. In this way, charity unites 
all those who love God above all else and forms them, through this force, 
into a single body with a single head. “Such oneness begins on earth, but 
is consummated in eternal glory.””° 

In the light of these bonds established by grace and love, it then makes 
sense when Bonaventure defines the church as “a union of rational beings 
(unio rationalium) living in harmony and uniformity through harmonious 
and uniform observance of divine Law, harmonious and uniform adher- 
ence to divine peace, harmonious and uniform celebration of divine 
praise.”*! A uniform law, uniform peace, and uniform praise define the 


church. 
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Church and State 


Bonaventure seems to hold positions that modern historians of medieval 
thought have identified as “political Augustinianism,” that is, the ten- 
dency to absorb the secular order into the sacred and to subordinate the 
political order to the church. This tendency receives considerable impetus 
from the view that coercive power is penal and part of the fallen human 
condition, and so lacking in complete justice and legitimacy apart from 
its relation to the church. Many found the warrant for such a view in a 
certain reading of Augustine’s City of God, especially in those passages 
where Augustine seems to imply that no earthly political order possesses 
true justice, that is, loves God and neighbor as it ought: “Remove justice, 
and what are kingdoms but gangs of criminals on a large scale? What are 
criminal gangs but petty kingdoms?””? Although the tendency toward po- 
litical Augustinianism is clearly present in Bonaventure’s thought, it is 
significantly nuanced, since coercive power is still natural, even if only 
in the state of fallen nature, and authority itself is present in every state 
of human nature and throughout the hierarchically ordered universe. 

Like many thinkers in the Middle Ages, Bonaventure identifies the 
church (ecclesia) with Christendom (christianitas). Unlike Aquinas, who 
adopts a dualistic conception of the relationship between church and 
society, Bonaventure remains firmly committed to the unitary conception 
of political Augustinianism, with its tendencies to hierocracy (a govern- 
ment ruled by priests or religious ministers).”° 

We find this tendency to hierocracy in his view that, for the sake of 
the unity of the human hierarchy, supreme authority must be vested in 
one person. Hence, Bonaventure follows Bernard of Clairvaux’s hiero- 
cratic doctrine that the pope possesses both the spiritual and temporal 
swords or both royal and priestly power. He thinks that Peter was given 
a twofold power: the power of the keys (potestas clavium) for reconciling, 
and the power of the sword (potestas gladii) for compelling. And although 
Peter delegates the power of the sword to secular authority, the priestly 
power, rather than the royal, remains primordial.?4 Furthermore, Peter 
holds the power of the keys in its fullness?> and thus rightfully exercises 
full jurisdiction over the church.’ Citing Romans 13:1 (“Let every soul 
be subject to higher powers. For there is no power but from God and 
those that are ordained of God”), Bonaventure affirms the general Chris- 
tian view that all power of ruling is from God. Not surprisingly then, 
Christians are obliged to obey their earthly rulers in all things not contrary 
to God.?? 


Aristotle’s Politics presents an understanding of the political order as 
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an entity that exists naturally. It is not a contractual arrangement made 
to restrain men merely from killing and harming each other. On the 
contrary, it possesses the dignity of being a natural institution, truly es- 
sential to the fulfillment of a rational animal. The political order is the 
arena where the human being flourishes and achieves his highest aspira- 
tions, for it makes possible the practice of the virtues. According to Ar- 
istotle, the only being that does not need human companionship is either 
a beast or a god. 

There are two important implications of Aristotle’s theory of the polis. 
First, as a natural institution, it does not need divine or ecclesiastical 
sanction for legitimacy, but possesses its own legitimacy from nature. Fur- 
thermore, the natural political order is worthy of one’s allegiance in a way 
that an artificial (i-e., contractual) institution is not. To spend one’s life 
in the service of the polis is a worthy and noble endeavor. These two 
implications of Aristotle’s political theory transformed medieval society 
and government. Indeed, both of these premises fly in the face of long- 
held Augustinian views. With regard to the first, even though society may 
be natural, Augustine clearly does not regard coercive political power as 
such to be so. Regarding the second, it is Augustine who wrote, “What 
does it matter in what state we pass this mortal life?” It should surprise 
no one that the introduction of Aristotle’s political theory coincides with 
the beginnings of the nation-state. 

On the question of the value of the political order, we find important 
implications for the Bonaventurian view examined earlier that the natural 
moral virtues are imperfect. Under such a view, the political entity that 
claims to have the means to perfect the imperfect natural virtues has 
a claim on authority and political power. This is precisely what the papacy 
claimed in Bonaventure’s day. The papalists claimed that the pope had 
authority over the means by which virtue is perfect, namely, supernatural 
grace. Hence, temporal authority ought to be subordinate to the spiritual. 

On this issue, it may be helpful to consider the spectrum of positions 
on the question of how the natural and supernatural are related. For 
example, in the generation after Bonaventure, John of Paris (Jean Qui- 
dort, ca. 1255-1306) was to argue that the natural virtues are true and 
perfect virtues in themselves, without the need of grace for perfection. 
Hence, the pope does not possess political authority in the temporal 
sphere. Of course, John does not deny that the supernatural grace and 
virtues are superior to the natural virtues. This superiority, however, ne- 
cessitates merely a proper ordering of the subordinate and natural good to 
the higher and supernatural good, not a perfecting and completion. Cer- 
tain Augustinians of the day argued that the natural virtues are not true 
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virtues at all. Hence, the temporal power must not only be subordinated 
to the spiritual, and thus properly ordered, but also, since it lacks the 
necessary power even to accomplish its task in its own sphere, must be 
fulfilled and legitimated by the authority of Christ given to Peter and his 
successors. Bonaventure seems to stop short of this extreme. 


IO 


Grace 


he effects of original sin are such that the human being cannot undo 
them by himself. It is only out of his sheer unfathomable goodness 
that God may choose to save certain human beings. But this salvation 
will always be a gift that the giver is not obliged to give. The very name 
for this divine gift, gratia, taken from Latin, simply means “gift.” 
Bonaventure distinguishes three meanings for grace. First, in a general 
sense, it is the assistance freely and liberally granted by God to creatures 
performing any of their acts. In its general sense, grace is the concurrence 
without which no created thing could do anything, even continue to 
exist. Bonaventure first defines grace as a gift given directly by God. It is 
worth noting that Bonaventure categorizes God’s permitting the contin- 
ued existence of the creature to be a grace. He regards even this most 
fundamental of acts as something to which the creature can lay no claim 
in justice. Here, again, Bonaventure stresses the contingency of creation. 
Indeed, his view on this matter parallels his stress on the nothingness out 
of which the creature is made and on the dependency of the creature on 
the divine will for continued existence. As he says in his discussion of 
grace, “of itself, therefore, the creature is nothing. Whatever it has it is 
indebted for. Thus it is that the creature, because of its deficiency, always 
remains dependent upon its Principle.”! It is God’s constant presence, 
clemency, and influence that maintains the creature in existence. “Such 
concurrence, although it applies to all creatures, is called a grace, for it 
derives, not from any obligation, but from the liberality of divine bounty.” 


153 


154 THE LIGHT OF THEOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE 


In a more proper sense, “grace” (gratia) is a term usually reserved for 
the gift from God by which the human soul is perfected and transformed. 
In this second sense, then, grace is the particular assistance that helps the 
soul and prepares it for receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit. This is “gra- 
tuitously given grace” (gratia gratis data) or actual grace, as it has come to 
be most commonly translated. 

In its proper sense, however, grace is the divinely given aid for the 
actual acquiring of merit and thus for gaining eternal salvation. It is grace 
that makes us pleasing to God, or sanctifying grace (gratia gratum faciens). 

The human soul is in need of transformation and perfecting, otherwise 
it cannot possess the supreme good, and it is precisely the possession of 
this supreme good that is man’s beatitude. “No conceivable man is worthy 
to attain this supreme Good exceeding in every possible way the limits 
of human nature, unless he is lifted up above himself through the action 
of God coming down to him.” 

God, however, does not come down in his immutable essence, but 
rather, through “an influence” that emanates from him. “This is the gift 
of sanctifying grace without which no one may acquire merit, advance in 
good, or attain eternal salvation.” In its proper sense, grace is this gift 
that makes the soul pleasing to God and able to attain beatitude, without 
which the human being can perform no action deserving of eternal re- 
ward. “Merit, therefore, is rooted exclusively in sanctifying grace.”’ Fur- 
thermore, sin defaces the image of God in the soul; grace is “a deiforming 
[God-forming] disposition” that restores that image.° The likeness of God 
in its deiformed perfection is “the image of the second creation (imago 
recreationis).”” Bonaventure speaks of grace as a gift that cleanses, enlight- 
ens, and perfects the soul; it reforms the soul and makes it like to God, 
while also at the same time uniting the human being with him. 

What Bonaventure does not say, however, should be noted here. He 
does not speak of a deification or theosis (divinization) by the Holy Spirit, 
in the manner of discussing salvation in Eastern Christianity. East and 
West agree that salvation involves a transformation and not merely a 
juridical declaration, but they disagree about how this change comes 
about. The East’s conception of salvation as a participation in the Divine 
Being through the work of the Holy Spirit in the soul, is absent from 
Bonaventure’s thought. What Bonaventure does say places him solidly 
within the medieval Scholastic tradition in which salvation, although 
conceived as a process of transformation, is brought about through a di- 
vine gift or influence on the soul.® In the process of salvation, Bonaven- 
ture gives the central role to grace. Indeed, it is Bonaventure who, along 
with his fellow Scholastics of the 1250s, developed the concept of created 
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grace as the means of justification and of this justification involving a 
change in being. 

While justification was universally understood to involve the regen- 
eration of man, the opinion that an ontological change is thereby effected 
with man is particularly associated with the period of High Scholasticism 
and the development of the concept of created grace. The earlier medieval 
theologians expressed the change effected in justification in terms of a 
particular presence of God in his creature, which did not necessarily effect 
an ontological change. Thus, the Summa fratris Alexandri, written after 
1240, developed the Augustinian concept of the indwelling of God in his 
creatures by declaring that God is present in all his creatures, but only 
some (i.e., those who are justified) may be said to possess him.? Bonaven- 
ture explicitly discusses grace as a created gift. 

The ontological view of grace stands in sharp contrast to the Pelagian 
view, which tended to see justification as a judgment, rendered by God, 
on a person’s ability to follow the example of Christ. In this view, justi- 
fication is thereby attributed to a person’s own efforts to imitate the right- 
eousness of God.!° 

One of the first questions that arises in this conception of grace is 
whether grace is a substance or an accident. Bonaventure argues that 
insofar as grace is a created gift, it must be in the genus of accident. 
Something is an accident if it refers to a subject and to a cause, as the 
blackness of a raven; accident can also refer to something related to a 
subject but not a cause, as a likeness in a mirror or light in air.'' Saying 
that grace is an accident does not involve any derogation of its nobility, 
for the nobility and goodness of substance and accidents are not able to 
be compared.” As an accident, grace is not able to exist except in some 
subject. Furthermore, grace is not produced from something materially, 
but is simply a gift gratuitously and wholly given from above, since it is 
from nothing produced so into nothing it returns when corrupted.” 


Restoring Godlikeness 


Bonaventure speaks of the restoration of the human soul by grace as a 
process of deiformity, for this restoration involves a conforming of the 
soul to God. The image that is found in the human soul has been distorted 
and marred by sin. Grace restores and polishes the image, forming it and 
restoring its likeness to that of which it is an image, namely God. 
Deiformity is thus closely bound up with Bonaventure’s notion of rec- 
titude and speaks of a “rectifying” of the soul.'* In order to understand 
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this notion, however, it is necessary to consider the relation of the human 
being to the divine will. Recall that for Bonaventure, God’s will is per- 
fectly righteous and effective, because in God, will, truth, and power are 
one. There cannot be the slightest deviation from the truth in the divine 
will; hence it is the very norm of righteousness. 

The transformation of the human being involved in being “deiformed” 
(or God-formed) includes living according to the standard found in hu- 
man nature insofar as this human nature is an expression of the exemplar 
in the divine mind; but the transformation of the human being also in- 
volves, at one and the same time, living according to the standard found 
in Christ as the new man, or as the perfect expression of our humanity. 

The East has tended to understand salvation in terms of theosis or 
divinization, the West in terms of justification. Bonaventure’s doctrine of 
deiformity seems to be the middle ground between the two views. Our 
being reconciled to God, while consisting in the grace of justification, 
also involves being made Godlike. Thus, the ethical Christian life is never 
simply a question of external observance of extrinsic norms or laws, but 
always a question of who we are. The ultimate standard for the human 
being is found in God, specifically in the Word, where is found the plan 
of creation, or in metaphysical language, where is found all the exemplars 
of the things of this world. 

It is important to note how far this understanding of the relation be- 
tween divine will and righteousness or the moral law is from any sort of 
ethical voluntarism. In response to the ancient debate from Plato’s Eu- 
thyphro about whether any particular action is good because the gods will 
it, or whether the gods will it because it is good, Bonaventure would 
answer unambiguously that this argument fails to appreciate the utterly 
indivisible unity between the divine will and intellect. As Bonaventure 
says on many occasions, there is no “indivision” in God. 

The first implication of this view is that no one can be righteous 
without conforming to the divine will.!> God’s will is the very norm of 
righteousness. Hence, to be righteous is to be conformed to God, “dei- 
formed.” 

God’s will has been communicated to us through his law, but the law 
leads to a mere righteousness of law—the minimum that must be done. 
There is also a righteousness of perfection that concerns more than what 
must be done. As a result of this twofold righteousness, God has made 
his will known in different forms: commands, prohibitions, and counsels.'* 
Nevertheless, Bonaventure’s conception of grace and its deiforming power 
could hardly be farther away from a purely juridical notion of grace that 
sees it as a mere covering over of sin. The fractured image of God in man 
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must be restored—it cannot be ignored or covered over if there is to be 
a return to communion between God and man. A purely juridical notion 
of grace would defeat the whole purpose of the Incarnation and redemp- 
tion. To use an analogy that Bonaventure is fond of in discussing grace, 
if a man is sick, being made healthy again does not mean that the doctor 
comes to declare the patient healthy even when he is not. The doctor 
must provide the patient with the means—the medicine—to regain 
health. The doctrine of grace naturally leads to sacramental theology. 

Bonaventure’s frequent allusions and discussions of merit are rooted in 
his notion of sanctifying grace. In an absolute sense, a human being can 
merit nothing from God, for that, there can be no claim upon God in 
justice. God and man are infinitely far apart; God owes man nothing in 
an absolute sense. Any merit depends upon the order established by God; 
it is only in the context of that order that man can be said to merit any 
reward from God. In other words, merit is based on God’s promise—a 
promise to remain faithful to an order that he has established as a sheer 
gift of his goodness. All merit, then, rests on sanctifying grace, which 
depends on the prevenient grace that prepares the human will for justi- 
fication. When God crowns our merits, St. Paul says, he crowns nothing 
but his own gift. 

Bonaventure follows in the path marked out by Anselm, who tended 
to equate the essence of original sin to the loss of sanctifying grace in the 
sin of the first parents. Bonaventure sees concupiscence as one of 
the effects of this loss. Like other Scholastic theologians, he speaks of the 
Spirit’s influence in the soul as gratia gratum faciens, or “sanctifying grace,” 
as it is usually translated. In this way, he can explain how baptism restores 
what was lost (a gift that makes us friends with God and confers the right 
to enter heaven) while explaining how the effects of that loss remain 
(namely, concupiscence and ignorance). 

“Actual grace” is the gift required for the performance of good moral 
acts, that is, acts that are both externally righteous and right intentioned. 
Rightly intentioned acts are those done not with merely the good of the 
agent in view, but also for the supreme good. However, this nobility of 
action is accessible to the “naturally self-centered spirit” only if first 
moved by God through actual grace. 

It is important to understand that this deiforming of the soul is also a 
reordering, or as Bonaventure puts it, the soul must be hierarchized (hier- 
archizata). One of the principal tasks of grace is this hierarchization of the 
soul, or “total reorganization” as Gilson translates it.!7? Bonaventure draws 
on a notion of hierarchy that came to him through Pseudo-Dionysius, 
who defines hierarchy in the following way: “In my opinion hierarchy is 
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a sacred order.”'!® A sacred order must be brought to the human soul; the 
process by which this is done is a hierarchization. 

There must be a twofold hierarchization of the human being, one with- 
out, and one within. The external hierarchization must resituate man 
within his place in the hierarchy of creation. The internal hierarchization 
must reorder the human soul so that it loves God above all things, and 
the neighbor as itself. This interior hierarchization is equivalent to the 
threefold operation of grace in justifying the human soul: purification, 
illumination, and perfection. This corresponds to the threefold practice 
of the spiritual life through purgation, illumination, and perfection. Bon- 
aventure’s Itinerarium provides a presentation of the threefold operation 
of grace in the soul. “Then [grace] descends into the heart when through 
the reformation of the image, through the theological virtues, and through 
the delights of the spiritual senses and the ecstatic upliftings, our spirit is 
made hierarchical, that is to say, purified, illuminated, and perfected.”!” 

The soul’s hierarchization allows it to ascend to God: “In as much as 
it is in conformity with that heavenly Jerusalem, our spirit is hierarchical 
in order that it may ascend above.””° The hierarchized soul resembles the 
heavenly Jerusalem.?! 

If grace reorders the human will so that it clings to the Supreme Good 
and in this way transforms the human soul by hierarchizing it, so too does 
grace transform human society through its effects on individual human 
souls. One of the fruits of grace is a society of hierarchized souls, a society 
that in turn will be hierarchized, that is, ordered. Bonaventure’s term for 
this deiformed and hierarchized society is “the Church.” 

Since the first sin, the human will no longer possesses the liberty of 
doing what it ought. It is now left with simply the power of free choice 
(liberum arbitrium), but even this free choice is limited; it is in a sense 
captive to sin (liberum arbitrium captivatum). Only God’s grace can heal 
this power of its proclivity to choose the wrong. Only grace frees the 
power of free choice (liberum arbitrium liberatum). 

Bonaventure clearly attempts to preserve a balance between grace and 
free will. At one point, he borrows from Augustine the analogy for grace 
and free will of a rider and his mount. Grace directs and leads the will 
on to its goal, as does the rider the horse.” While it is certainly the case 
that he stresses the latitude of grace’s role (as we have seen in his teaching 
that God’s mere concurrence in creation’s continued existence is itself a 
grace), he also gives considerable weight to the action of the will, for 
God effects no transformation in the human being without the consent 
of the free will. Four things must concur, then, for the justification of the 
sinner: the infusion of grace, the expulsion of sin, contrition, and an act 
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of free will. But even the expulsion of sin does not occur without the 
consent of free will—a consent that finds fulfillment in the detestation 
of sin referred to as contrition. “Actual grace arouses free will, and free 
will must either give or refuse consent to such arousal.” It is only after 
this consent that sanctifying grace is conferred. Bonaventure quotes Au- 
gustine in support of his view that “He who created you without your 
assistance will not justify you without your consent.”*4 God crowns noth- 
ing within us except his own gifts, but the gift must be accepted. 

Grace branches out into three distinct forms of gifts: the theological 
virtues, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, and the beatitudes. Each of these 
different forms of grace is a habitus of the soul. On this point, Bonaventure 
differs from Aquinas, who saw the beatitudes as acts, produced by the 
individual person as fruits of grace.?* This notion requires some explana- 
tion. 


The Virtues from Above 


In his discussion of the “habit” of grace, Bonaventure is speaking of a 
disposition given by God to the soul that prompts its recipient to think 
and act in certain ways. As the creating Principle confers the first perfec- 
tion of life on creatures, so the restoring Principle confers this second 
perfection that is act. Grace is this act or second perfection completing 
the grace-filled recipient. 

Vivifying grace branches out into various habits for the sake of different 
activities. Bonaventure explains that certain acts are foundational and set 
the soul aright, such as believing; some intermediate and prompt the soul 
onward, such as understanding what is believed; and some final and de- 
finitively perfecting, such as attaining the vision of what is understood. 
“Hence, sanctifying grace [gratia gratum faciens] branches out into habits 
of virtue, that set the soul aright [purgation], those of the gifts, that urge 
it on [illumination], and those of the beatitudes, that perfect it.”* 

Since grace is a rectification of the soul, when the gratuitous virtues 
are infused by God into a soul, made virtuous by acquired habits, the 
rectitude that they bring “supervenes” on the rectitude of nature (naturae 
rectitudinem), enlarging and confirming it.2’ This supervenient grace con- 
curs with the acquired virtues and leads them to perfection. As an analogy, 
Bonaventure offers a horse with an aptitude for carrying and walking, and 
a rider. The aptitude for particular motions of such a horse is able to be 
brought to its full development in three ways: through habituation, 
through the hard work of a knowledgeable horseman, or through both. 
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The horse, in its relation to such a horseman, is like our free decision 
(liberum arbitrium) in relation to grace: Grace and habit can be concurrent 
causes. In short, grace builds on nature. As Bonaventure says a little later 
in the same article, “Our action (opus) does not exclude a divine action 
and gift; on the contrary it presupposes and necessarily requires it.”?8 

In his Collations on the Six Days of Creation, Bonaventure uses light 
imagery to speak about the infused virtues. The exemplar of all the virtues 
(as of all things) is the eternal light. He quotes Plotinus in support of this 
view: “It is absurd that the exemplars of other things be in God, and not 
the exemplars of the virtues.”’? He quotes Wisdom 8, in which the 
speaker, after expressing a passionate love of wisdom in nuptial imagery 
(“Her I loved and sought after from my youth: I sought to take her for 
my bride and was enamored of her beauty,” Wisdom 8:1), then claims 
that Wisdom is the teacher of the cardinal virtues: “For she teaches mod- 
eration and prudence, justice and fortitude, and nothing in life is more 
useful than these” (Wisdom 8:7). Bonaventure proceeds to explain that 
the exemplary light impresses these on the soul, where they infuse the 
cognitive, affective, and operative powers.*° Having reached down into 
the depths of the human soul, the cardinal virtues are then to lead the 
soul back to its origin: “These virtues flow from eternal light in the hemi- 
sphere of our mind and they retrace the soul to its origin.”! These virtues 
are not only for our life in community, and hence political; they are also 
for the cleansing of the soul, and therefore purgative; finally, they are for 
the soul already cleansed, and thus unitive. Bonaventure makes much 
of the political, purgative, and unitive nature of the virtues in this work. 
The four cardinal virtues can be classified in each of these categories 
depending on their function in a particular soul. Following Plotinus, Bon- 
aventure adds a fourth category of virtues, namely, the exemplary. 

These exemplar virtues exist in the mind of God: Prudence is the very 
mind of God; temperance is the fact that this mind is perpetually turned 
upon itself; fortitude, that this mind is unchanging; and justice, that by 
an eternal law it is never deflected from its sempiternal operation.* 

The purgative virtues are for the person who has decided to enter into 
nothing but the things of God and so to flee human matters. “These 
virtues belong to free individuals who have cut themselves away from 
political activities.”*® 

The unitive virtues are for the soul already purged, cleansed, and 
washed of every stain of this world. Unitive prudence prompts the soul 
not only to prefer divine things as a result of choice, but also to know 
nothing else. Unitive temperance is not only to repress earthly desires, 
but to forget them completely. Unitive fortitude leads the soul to ignore 
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the passions so as to become incapable of anger and desirous of nothing. 
Unitive justice is to contemplate the higher things and so imitate them.** 


Like many of his fellow Scholastic theologians, Bonaventure posits 
three fundamental habits that are the basis of the whole Christian life: 
faith, hope, and charity. These habits are foundational, because they rec- 
tify the soul, that is, set it right with God, and thereby provide the basis 
for all further graces. 

However, the task of rectifying the soul is complex and requires a 
thorough reformation of the human soul in all its various activities. 
Hence, the first task of these infused virtues is to expunge and correct 
vice. As a result, Bonaventure thinks that the four cardinal virtues can 
be infused directly by God into the soul for the purpose of rectifying it. 
So, for example, prudence rectifies the rational power; fortitude, the iras- 
cible appetite; temperance, the concupiscible appetite; and justice redi- 
rects all these powers insofar as they are related to one’s self, to any given 
person, or to God. Justice includes every power and therefore involves 
the rectitude of the whole soul. In this regard, justice may be defined as 
simply “rectitude of the will,” since the will is involved either in choosing 
the acquired cardinal virtues or in consenting to the infused cardinal 
virtues. Bonaventure is here following Anselm’s definition of justice, as 
found in De veritate.** 

As we have seen, Bonaventure maintains that charity is the form of 
all the virtues; in other words, that all other virtues are related to charity 
as matter to form. This relation so obtains because the other virtues are 
inchoate and potential until properly ordered to man’s true final end. It 
is only by being so ordered by charity that all other virtues become actual 
and true virtues. Virtues are able to subsist without charity, but in such a 
formless state that they cannot be a means of acquiring merit, for their 
rectitude is proportioned to charity, and charity is their origin, form, and 
end. Bonaventure uses the analogy of color: Without light a color may 
subsist, but it remains invisible. 


Gifts of the Holy Spirit 


Bonaventure follows the enumeration of the gifts of the Spirit as found 
in Isaiah 11:2-3: “The Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him: the spirit 
of wisdom and of understanding, the spirit of counsel and of fortitude, 
the spirit of knowledge and of godliness. He shall be filled with the spirit 
of the fear of the Lord.” The first task of these gifts is to deliver us from 
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the difficulties of the aftereffects of the vices. Since there are seven capital 
or major vices, so there are seven gifts. There are six further tasks enu- 
merated for these gifts; among these are assisting the natural powers and 
the virtues, helping the Christian to suffer in the same spirit as Christ, 
helping the contemplative life, and facilitating both action and contem- 
plation.* 


Beatitudes 


The beatitudes are special graces and habits infused into the soul for the 
sake of bringing it to perfection. Bonaventure takes the enumeration of 
these graces from the beatitudes of the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 
5:1-11), but reduces the traditional eight beatitudes to seven in order to 
preserve the symmetry of the numbers: poverty of spirit, meekness, mourn- 
ing, thirst for justice, mercy, cleanness of heart, and peacefulness. 

No one can deserve sanctifying grace, but once having possessed it, 
one can deserve to have it increased by God until it is one day perfect 
“in the fatherland.” It is important to note that the free will can acquire 
not only a legitimate promise to growth in grace, but can also “fittingly 
merit” its perfecting in heaven. Thus, this grace is not only a pledge of a 
future gift; it is the foundation for saying that the soul rightly merits a 
reward, not as a matter of absolute justice, but as a matter of what is 
congruous, given the promises of God and the order of grace that he has 
established.>’ 

Bonaventure gives considerable attention to the relation of grace to 
meritorious practices, for grace prompts the believer to the whole of the 
Christian life. Indeed, the Christian is to be so filled with grace that his 
whole life flows from grace, in what is believed, in what is loved, in what 
is done or not done, and in what is prayed. This life of grace has external 
aids: What is to be believed is found in the articles of faith; what is to 
be loved is found in the single habit of charity; what is to be done is 
found in the divine law; what is to be prayed for is found in the Lord’s 
prayer. Hence, the creed, charity, the divine law, and the “Our Father” 
form a summary of the whole Christian life. All of these prompt the 
human being back to the First Principle, as the supreme truth, the su- 
preme good, the supreme justice, and the supreme mercy. “To supreme 
Truth is due firm assent; to supreme Good, fervent love; to supreme Jus- 
tice, total submission; to supreme Mercy, trusting prayer.”**® 

Bonaventure regards the creed as a summary of what is found in sacred 
scripture. He thus understands scripture as an authoritative guide to faith 
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and to what is to be believed. But the content of sacred scripture may be 
summarized in the Apostles’ Creed. The articles of faith contain the 
“depths” of scripture.” 

What is to be done is found in the divine law. Bonaventure thus 
interprets the law as the external guide to action. He divides the law of 
Moses into three categories of precepts: the judicial, the figurative, and 
the moral. The Ten Commandments are among the moral. 

The Gospel fulfills the Old Law, but in different ways: It voided the 
judicial precepts; abrogated the figurative by fulfilling them, and perfected 
the moral by adding to them. The Gospel adds to the moral precepts in 
three ways: by providing instructive lessons, incentive promises, and per- 
fective counsels. 

Since God is supremely just and since justice consists in complying 
with the rule of law, divine justice promulgates judicial norms by impress- 
ing them on human minds, and by expressing them in declarations of 
truth and in decrees of the will. There are two principal incentives for 
obeying divine commands: fear of punishment and love of justice. 

What is to be prayed for is found in the “Our Father.” Bonaventure 
follows a traditional division of the prayer into seven petitions, three 
concerning the glory of God and the reward of heaven, and four con- 
cerning life in this world. It summarizes the whole life of grace and pur- 
pose of human life. 


What is to be loved in the life of grace flows from the habit of charity, 
which leads us to love (1) God, (2) that which we are, (3) our neighbor, 
and (4) our body.*° Moreover, this order is the proper one that must be 
observed if a person is to be truly charitable. In fact, Christ summarizes 
the demands of the habitus of charity in his “great” commandment: “You 
shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, 
and with all your mind.... You shall love your neighbor as yourself” 
(Matthew 11:20). Bonaventure understands this second commandment 
quite literally, such that the Christian must love not only his neighbor 
but also his self, which includes both soul and body. Hence, Bonaventure 
says that there are four things properly loved with charity. “Charity, 
therefore, loves him above all else as being the Beatifier, and loves as a 
consequence all other beings which through him are made fit for beati- 
tude.” This point significantly narrows the range of charity since only 
rational beings are destined for beatitude, but insofar as the body is to be 
beatified together with the soul, then it too must be the object of charity. 
As a result of original sin, the practical intellect has been damaged; its 
judgments about the sense appetites are disordered.*! The cardinal virtues, 
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especially as infused graces, are meant to counter the four “inflictions” of 
original sin. Prudence is to counter ignorance; temperance, concupis- 
cence; fortitude, weakness; and justice, malice.*? 

The order of charity is particularly important. The righteous and well- 
ordered love that is charity has the good as its principal object: 


The proper order of loving is to love God first, more than all else and for 
His own sake; soul second, less than God but more than any temporal good; 
the neighbor third, as much as ourselves, as a good of the same degree; our 
body fourth, less than our soul, as a good of lesser degree. It is here also 
that we should place our neighbor’s body that, like our own, is a less good 
than our soul.* 


Love is the “gravitational force” of the soul. Bonaventure thus defines 
charity as “the force of properly ordered attraction (pondus inclinationis 
ordinatae) and the bond of perfect union.”44 Charity is the force that 
restores creation, for it sets all things in order and unites all things to 
each other, each in its proper place. It is this force that brings about the 
“oneness” that is the church, in fulfillment of Christ’s priestly prayer to 
the Father, which Bonaventure quotes: “that they may be one, as we also 
are one: I in them and Thou in me; that they may be made perfect in 
one” (John 17:22-23). The oneness established by charity is the true 
consummation and end of all reality. “With this unity fully completed 
through the bond of love, God shall be ‘all in all’ (1 Corinthians 15:28) 


throughout an assured eternity and in perfect peace.” 


II 


The Sacramental Cure 


he twelfth and thirteenth centuries saw a renaissance of interest in 

the sacramental system of Christianity. Part of this renewed interest 
was prompted by severe criticisms of the system, especially as these came 
from two groups: (1) latter-day Donatists, who thought that sacraments 
performed by unworthy priests were invalid; and (2) the Cathars of south- 
ern France, who regarded the material world as evil.'! The decrees of the 
Fourth Lateran Council (1215) reflect this concern for safeguarding the 
sacramental system. 


The Diversity of “Sacrament” 


It is important to be aware that Bonaventure uses “sacrament” to refer to 
all signs of faith in the Redeemer, even those that are not explicitly 
focused on Jesus of Nazareth. He refers to this as the “diversity” of the 
sacraments. “Sacraments” in this sense were instituted from the very be- 
ginning, but they have enjoyed a diversity through three different ages 
and their concomitant laws: the law of nature, the law of scripture, and 
the law of grace. This division of the sacraments is borrowed from Hugh 
of St.Victor.? It is the Word, as the restoring Principle, who has been at 
work in all these different sacraments, “making use” of “diverse and var- 
ious medicines” as the various circumstances in succeeding ages dictate. 
Under the law of nature, which prevailed until the covenant with 
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Abraham, the sacraments consisted of oblations, sacrifices, and tithes. The 
sacraments were instituted as signs in which God is honored as creator, 
as redeemer, and as judge. The sacraments were signs manifesting faith in 
the redeemer, but they did not have in themselves the power of curing 
or justifying. At the time of the natural law, faith illumined the faithful 
that they might believe that God was creator, redeemer, and remunerator. 
The oblations honored God as the creator of all things, the sacrifices 
honored God as redeemer, and the tithes honored God as the perfect 
remunerator. The first reason that God instituted the sacraments of the 
natural law was that he might be honored, for no one can be saved 
without faith. 

The second reason for instituting the sacraments of the natural law 
was so that man might profess faith in the redeemer, for no one is able 
to rise from sin without faith in the mediator. The third reason was for 
the founding of the active life of justice. As someone is not able to please 
God without faith, or rise from sin without faith in the redeemer, so 
neither is someone able to be in good standing before God without good 
works. Hence, signs were added to faith to signify those things that are 
necessary with faith. In the tithe is a recognition of sin and the dismissal 
of it, because what is perfect and good is given to God and what is 
imperfect remains for us. This is signified because all good things are from 
God, but bad things are only from us. 

Under the law of scripture, which prevailed from the covenant with 
Abraham until Christ, circumcision and expiation were introduced to 
stand along with the sacrifices, the various oblations, and the tithes. Un- 
der the law of grace, the sacraments became fewer in number but greater 
in effect, and more powerful in virtue.* These sacraments of grace super- 
sede all “ancient sacraments” by fulfilling and abolishing them.*> The an- 
cient sacraments were a price promised; the new sacraments, a price paid. 
The old were preparations and guides on the way to the new; indeed, 
they were signs pointing to the things signified. 


The Sacraments of the New Law 


Long before Bonaventure began his study of theology, the underlying 
premise of sacramental theology was that the visible is a vehicle or in- 
strument for the invisible, or to put it in the terms commonly used in 
Western Christianity, the sensible communicates a divine gift, usually re- 
ferred to by the Latin name for “gift,” gratia. It had become common 
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practice to say that the sacraments were instituted in words and elements 
(in verbis et elementis) for the purpose of sanctifying. In Bonaventure’s 
view, the sacraments are sensible signs instituted by God as remedies 
through which God’s power operates beneath the veil of material species. 
The sacraments are truly “mysteries,” as the Greek name for them suggests, 
because God works in a hidden manner in them. 

Throughout his sacramental theology, Bonaventure emphasizes the me- 
dicinal purpose and character of the sacraments. To put it simply, they 
are the cure for a disease, namely, sin. They are the means of conferring 
a certain spiritual grace by which the human soul is to be healed of its 
weaknesses due to sin and vice. Christ is the physician, man, the patient, 
original sin, the disease; and ignorance and concupiscence are the major 
symptoms of the disease in the soul. As a result of the symptoms of this 
disease, we can no longer read the book of God’s creation; so God gives 
us medicines that alleviate the symptoms and cure the disease. Since the 
whole world consists of signs that speak of the uncreated Word of God, 
it should not be surprising that the incarnate Word has established a 
system of signs for the purpose of sanctifying and restoring souls to health. 
The world came forth from God in signs; the way back is by means of 
signs. 


The Institution of the Sacraments 


Christ instituted seven sacraments, but he instituted them in diverse ways 
and not all explicitly. Bonaventure follows Lombard in the reckoning of 
the number of the sacraments, but there was considerable discussion 
among the Scholastics about how this number was determined and the 
different ways Christ employed in instituting the sacraments. Bonaventure 
thinks that he established, brought to full perfection, and received in 
person three sacraments: baptism, holy Eucharist, and orders. He con- 
firmed, approved, and brought to full perfection matrimony and penance. 
He established, confirmation and extreme unction, only implicitly.6 Bon- 
aventure finds the implicit institution of confirmation in the imposition 
of hands upon the children (Matthew 19:13) and in foretelling his dis- 
ciples that they would be baptized with the Holy Spirit (Acts 1:5). Ex- 
treme unction finds its implicit institution in Christ’s sending the disciples 
to care for the sick and anoint them with oil (Mark 6:13). 

Since the sensible or material things involved in the sacraments cannot 
produce any effect in the order of grace in themselves as material things, 
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it was necessary that the Principle and source of grace institute them and 
bless them for the purpose of sanctifying. This “institution” and “bene- 
diction,” however, does not deny that each of the sacraments bears a 
certain natural likeness through which it represents and signifies a partic- 
ular grace; but the efficacy of the sacraments (i.e., their effectiveness in 
an objective sense) derives from their original “institution” and “benedic- 
tion.” Furthermore, the sacraments are meant to produce a threefold ef- 
fect: prompting, teaching, and humbling. They teach through their sig- 
nification, humble in being received, and prompt to action through their 
diversity. 

Bonaventure analyzes the causes that brought the sacraments to be. 
The efficient cause of the sacraments is their institution by God; their 
material cause, their representation through sensible signs; their formal 
cause, the sanctification through grace; and their final cause, the healing 
of the human being through a proper medicine. 


The Nature and Integrity of the Sacraments 


Since a medicine must be suited to the patient and the disease, it was 
necessary for the medicine of the sacraments to be both spiritual and 
physical. Since the disease involves our concupiscence and ignorance, it 
was important to have sacraments that are not only gratuitous, but also 
“mystical,” that is, “figurative” and “significative”’ to alleviate the symp- 
toms. They are nonetheless the cure. Indeed, there is a fitting irony in 
the sacramental system: Since it was by means of the sensible (the apple) 
that man fell, it is by means of the sensible that man shall rise. 

Bonaventure follows in the long-established view that the sacraments 
are signs; indeed, a sacrament is most essentially a sign.’ A sacrament thus 
involves a corporeal element (the sign), as well as a spiritual element 
(thing signified). Furthermore, a sacrament is a specific type of sign, 
namely a voluntary one (as opposed to a natural one, such as smoke from 
a fire), since the sacrament comes from the will of God.’ Bonaventure, 
however, thinks that the sign of any sacrament builds on a natural sym- 
bolism found in the physical object or act involved. 

According to Bonaventure, a sign has a twofold relation—to that 
which it signifies and to that for whom it signifies. The former is essential 
and always in act; the latter is in disposition. So, for example, the circle 
over the tavern is always a sign, even if no one ever sees it. This view 
might seem strange at first, since one might say that the circle over a 
tavern is merely a circle until a sign reader sees it and recognizes it as a 
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sign. Nevertheless, there is a great deal at stake in Bonaventure’s conten- 
tion about the actuality of the sign, for if the sign did not possess an 
intrinsic referent, then the baby would not receive the sacrament in bap- 
tism, because the sacramental sign of water means nothing to the infant. 


The Causality of the Sacraments 


The somewhat surprising teaching behind the medieval Scholastic un- 
derstanding of the sacraments is not only that the physical confers a 
spiritual gift, but that it does so necessarily as a cause. The medieval 
Scholastics, using Aristotle’s theory of causality, set about trying to un- 
derstand how the sacraments were real causes of divine grace. Bonaven- 
ture also took up this endeavor, but with caution and hesitancy, careful 
not to attribute what he would regard as too much power to the creature. 

It is important to notice the force of the claim: It is not simply that 
the sacraments are occasions when God confers grace on the believer. An 
occasionalist theory of the sacraments balks at the notion that there could 
be any cause of grace other than, or even working in conjunction with, 
God. The occasionalist view regards it as going too far to posit any sec- 
ondary cause, because this would give too much power to the sensible 
thing, the action, or the agent involved in the sacrament. While this 
view denies that the sacraments are real causes, it stops short of an even 
more extreme position, what we might call a subjectivist theory. In the 
latter view, the sacrament is not necessarily even an occasion for God’s 
conferring grace, but simply a means of arousing the proper beliefs and 
sentiments within the believer, so that this believer could better receive 
grace whenever or however God confers it. 

As “demonstrative signs,” Bonaventure says, the sacraments give what 
they signify. As a result, they have twofold signification: proper and al- 
legorical. Their proper signification refers to the present; their allegorical 
to what will be. Furthermore, the sacraments have a twofold reality (ver- 
itatem): one from their institution (which cannot be changed), another 
from their use (which can be changed). Hence, the sacraments can be 
“badly used” in the sense of impeded in their signification by their recip- 
ients.!° 

The recipient of the sacrament must be properly disposed if the grace 
is to be efficacious in bringing about any change. Bonaventure appeals to 
an argument by analogy to physical medicine: Just as a medicine is not 
able to heal the body unless the patient is prepared for it and able to 
receive it, so too is the case of the sacraments. In addition, since it is 
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faith that disposes the recipient to receive the healing grace, the sign is 
essential to arousing and moving the faith (motus fidei) of the recipient. 
A sensible sign is thus crucial for disposing the human being to the cure. 
If the sacrament is to be an efficacious and sufficient medicine, it must 
possess a signification in its own integrity.'' Nevertheless, Bonaventure 
argues a number of times that the power of the sacraments is dispositive, 
not effective, because God communicates the effective power on no one.” 
To effect belongs to God alone. Bonaventure says explicitly that the sac- 
rament and grace are not related as (effective or efficient) cause and ef- 
fect. 

Bonaventure resists saying that the sacraments are real, efficient causes 
in themselves. The sacraments are causes in that God really does confer 
grace as a result of their having been performed (ex opere operato); but 
not because they are themselves efficient causes. God is the sole efficient 
cause of grace. Admittedly, Bonaventure is not entirely clear about the 
nature of sacramental causality. But it is inaccurate to say that the sac- 
raments are mere occasions for the conferral of divine grace in Bonaven- 
ture’s theory, as Pierre Pourrat says'* because of the dispositive power of 
signification. Bonaventure does think the sacraments are causes in a cer- 
tain sense, for they are “vessels of grace.” By this, he does not mean that 
grace is “substantially” present in them (substantialiter contineatur) or 
“causally effected by them (causaliter efficiatur).”'® They simply do not 
contain grace as a vase does water or a box medicine.'° Grace is only in 
the soul, not in the visible signs, and is infused only by God; grace is not 
a substance. But the grace of the sacraments comes from “Christ the 
divine Physician through and by these sensible signs.”!” The “through” 
and “by” of this statement should be taken seriously and given its proper 
importance because of Bonaventure’s robust theory of signification. In 
Bonaventure’s view, the sacraments seem to be dispositive instrumental 
causes, even if not efficacious instrumental causes, because as signs, they 
really do bring about change, specifically in the soul of the believer. But 
like any tool or instrument, they cannot function apart from an agent. 
They are not magic. The sacraments are instrumental causes because God 
is the agent who wields them and who has willed them to be so and who 
has fashioned them to be so. God abides by his sacramental order. In this 
regard, Bonaventure’s understanding of sacramental causality reflects the 
original meaning of the Latin word, sacramentum, “oath.” 


Bonaventure follows Augustine’s strong anti-Donatist view that the 
validity of the sacraments does not depend on the moral condition or 
faith of the minister. “And so, if the administration of the sacraments 
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were reserved to the virtuous, no one would be certain of having received 
them validly. ... Neither would there be any stability in the hierarchical 
degrees of the Church militant.”'!® Thus, the sacraments depend not on 
the holiness of the minister, but on his authority, which is constant, and 
may be present in the good and the bad alike, or even to those within 
the church or to those without. Since no one may be saved who is outside 
the “communion of faith and love which makes us children and members 
of the Church,” when the sacraments are received outside of it, they have 
no efficacy toward salvation.!? If the recipient returns to “Holy Mother 
Church,” the effectiveness of the sacraments returns. Quoting an anti- 
Donatist passage from Augustine, Bonaventure is unambiguous that “no 
one outside the Church may receive or possess beatific salvation,””° but 
he uses an analogy from Genesis to explain how the sacraments can be 
real without being efficacious: “The waters of paradise, then, are found 
outside it, but beatitude only within.”?! The sacrament of baptism helps 
grace absolve the punishment for sin.” 


The Necessity of the Sacraments 


Bonaventure thinks that the sacraments are necessary for salvation, and 
the necessary is what must be. However, this necessity can be imposed 
from an intrinsic or extrinsic cause, so there can be a necessity imposed 
by the final cause, such that, unless one employs a particular means, one 
cannot achieve a desired end. For example, an airplane is necessary as a 
means of transportation if one is going to travel from New York to San 
Francisco in a single day. There can also be a necessity imposed by an 
efficient cause, a necessity of coaction, as well as a necessity of congruity, 
which is a high degree of fittingness or congruity.?? According to Bona- 
venture, it was a necessity of congruity that was involved in the institu- 
tion of the sacraments.”4 

In other words, the sacraments are necessary in the sense that they are 
particularly fitting to the mercy, justice, and wisdom of God. They fit the 
mercy of God because man badly needs grace on account of the vertibility 
of his will. God therefore instituted the sacrament so that man might 
recover grace, not only for the remission of sin, but also for the remission 
of the penalty. The sacraments fit God’s justice in being the form of 
humiliation found in begging for divine grace. The sacraments befit God’s 
wisdom in that as man fell through a tree (lignum), so he finds the remedy 
of the fall in the tree.” 

One of the more interesting objections that Bonaventure treats in his 
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discussion of the sacraments is the nature of their necessity. It could be 
objected, he points out, that no sacraments are necessary, because faith 
and the virtues are sufficient to restore or justify the human being. One 
might argue, therefore, that the sacraments are superfluous—that there is 
no need to multiply causes of our justification. To this argument, Bona- 
venture responds that justification is not simply a question of the power 
of the agent, but also a question about fitting the remedy to the one in 
need. Hence, the infused virtues are not enough for justification; there 
should be a preparation for these virtues, and these are the sacraments.”¢ 
The sacraments aid grace in the justification of the soul. Indeed, as a 
result of the sacramental order established by Christ, Bonaventure thinks 
that certain sacraments not only aid, but are, in fact, necessary for sal- 
vation, such that without their reception, one cannot be saved. Baptism 
is such a sacrament. The other sacraments are necessary in that salvation 
is not easily attained without them. Furthermore, the grace of the sacra- 
ments makes obeying the Commandments easier.”’ 


Baptism 


The first sacrament is that of expiation and justification. Under the law 
of nature, it was an offering; under the law of scripture, circumcision; and 
under grace, baptism. One of the reasons for the change is that “the form 
and symbol of purification” are somewhat hidden in an offering, more 
clearly expressed in circumcision, and manifestly revealed in baptism. 

Certain sacraments involve the imposition of an indelible sign. Bon- 
aventure refers to this kind of sign as a “character,” and such characters, 
because they are indelible, cannot be repeated. Furthermore, because these 
indelible signs are impressed upon an incorruptible and spiritual sub- 
stance—namely, the rational soul—they fall in the category of quality; 
indeed, they are indelible spiritual qualities. Baptism, confirmation, and 
holy orders are the sacraments that confer these indelible spiritual signs 
upon the soul.?8 

Bonaventure holds the notion that infants who die without baptism 
are not punished with any positive pain. Although they are not subject 
to positive punishments, they are, nonetheless, deprived of the beatific 
vision.2? The reason for not receiving this punishment is that God is just: 
The absence of justice in them is not caused by any personal act of their 
will. This deprivation of the beatific vision, however, is not unjust, be- 
cause the vision is a gift not owed to man. In his goodness, God intended 
the first parents to enjoy eternal beatitude after their probationary life in 
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the garden; even then, however, the vision of God was a gift, superadded 
to the gifts of existence, life, and spirit. Admission to the beatific vision 
always remains a gift not owed in justice to man; in fact, after the Fall, 
it would be an injustice to admit him. It is only after the redemption of 
man by Jesus Christ that a few good people may once again hope for this 
gift. 

Yet, this answer may not be wholly satisfying, especially in the light 
of the thoroughly teleological account of nature found in Aristotle’s phi- 
losophy. “Nature does nothing in vain.” However, a being that cannot 
achieve its end is vain, that is, without a goal and so objectively pur- 
poseless. The beatific vision is the only good that can truly satisfy the 
human being, and therefore the only true good for man. It therefore seems 
unjust of God to make creatures who in fact cannot achieve their true 
end, through no fault of their own, and despite whatever endless striving 
they may do. Such a view seems to imply that nature does quite a lot in 
vain, and such vanity is presided over by God. 


The Eucharist 


The Eucharist is the central act of public worship in Christianity and 
from the beginning has consisted of a commemorative meal of Christ’s 
last supper with his apostles on the night before he died. The Eucharist 
had become a topic of increased speculation in the century before Bon- 
aventure. No issue was more central than Christ’s presence in the Eu- 
charist, specifically in the bread and wine. This medieval discussion fo- 
cused on the nature of Christ’s presence: how is he present in the 
Eucharist. What is of particular interest is that Bonaventure insists upon 
the real presence as essential in two regards: both to the sacrificial nature 
of the Eucharist and to the reality of the union between Christ and the 
believer in communion. In other words, if Christ is not truly present, the 
Eucharist is not a real sacrifice, offering, to the Father, and the union 
between Christ and the soul is not real. The identification of the Eucharist 
with the Passion is further reinforced by the centrality of the crucifixion 
in Bonaventure’s whole theology and spirituality. All of the sacraments, 
in Bonaventure’s view, are memorials of the Passion, but the Eucharist 
above all. In short, Bonaventure’s Eucharistic theology summarizes the 
main themes of his whole theology. The Eucharist is to be a sort of com- 
pendium of the Christian life and of the history of the redemption, which 
finds its center in the cross. 

Berengarius of Tours (ca. 999-1088) had taught that the bread and 
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wine remain after the consecration as before, since appearance marks the 
presence of form. Berengarius is an interesting case, because his teaching 
on the Eucharist reflects John Scottus Eriugena’s (ca. 800-877) Neopla- 
tonism. Berengarius argued that the Eucharist is substantially both bread 
and wine, as well as, in some sense, the body and blood of Christ. In 
other words, the real presence does not entail the destruction of the sub- 
stance of bread: “The material Bread and Wine could co-exist with the 
spiritual Body and Blood.”®° Lanfranc (ca. 1005-1089) attacked Beren- 
garius’s position, and argued that the two substances cannot occupy the 
same space simultaneously. The change in the Eucharist involves the re- 
placement of one substance by another.*! It is of particular interest that 
Lanfranc analyzed the Eucharist according to an explanation drawn from 
Aristotle’s Categories. “The use of the sciences and logic to clarify theo- 
logical problems was to have many triumphs in the next two centuries, 
and the success of Lanfranc’s argument was one of the first.”>* Berengarius’s 
view was condemned by a synod at Rome under Gregory VI. 

There are different terms that have been used in the course of Chris- 
tianity to describe the change that takes place in the Eucharist. Gregory 
of Nyssa speaks of the bread and wine being transformed; Ambrose speaks 
of them being transfigured. In the late eleventh century, various theolo- 
gians began to use the term “transubstantiation” to describe the change.® 

Bonaventure unambiguously affirms transubstantiation as the means of 
explaining the presence of Christ in the sacrament of the Eucharist: 
“When the words are said by the priest with the intention of consecrating, 
the substance of the elements is transubstantiated into the body and blood 
of Christ.”** Bonaventure explains that even though the species (or like- 
nesses) remain unchanged in their sensible form, “both contain the whole 
Christ.” He speaks of “a change of substance” of the bread and wine into 
the body and blood of Christ that involves the accidents remaining as 
signs containing and expressing the body and blood.** Furthermore, there 
is a twofold reality (res), namely, the true body of Christ and the mystical 
body of Christ. Bread and wine fittingly express this twofold reality of the 
sacrament of the Eucharist.* 

Bonaventure affirms that the whole bread as substance—that is, matter 
and form—is converted into the body of Christ, the accidents alone re- 
maining, but he does not describe this change as involving an annihila- 
tion of the bread.*” “Therefore this sacrament contains the true body and 
immaculate flesh of Christ in such a way that it penetrates our being, 
unites us to one another, and transforms us into Him through that burning 
love by which He gave Himself to us, offered himself up for us, and now 
gives himself back to us to remain with us until the end of the world.”® 
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In receiving Christ, however, there is no change in him. He does not 
become us; rather, he transforms us into him. We “pass over” into the 
mystical body of Christ.*? 

The Eucharist is a sacrificial offering, a sacramental union, and a sus- 
taining food for the way. Christ is the one acceptable offering or victim. 
Furthermore, the Eucharist is the continuation of the offering on the 
cross. Indeed, because the Eucharist is an offering and specifically, the 
offering of the cross, it was necessary that the body and blood of Christ 
be present, “not only figuratively but in reality (non tantum figurative, 
verum etiam veraciter).”4° Furthermore, any portion of the species repre- 
sents the body of Christ: He is as fully present in part as in the whole. If 
Christ’s presence is so important, one may well ask why he remains hidden 
behind the veil of bread and wine. The reason is simple in Bonaventure’s 
view: It is necessary for Christ to remain veiled for us in order that we 
may merit by our faith. “He is hidden in every sense so that faith may 
have its field and acquire merit.”"! 

Bonaventure carefully develops the notion that the elements of the 
sacraments are chosen with great care and specifically because of the nat- 
ural signification present within them. For example, bread and wine were 
chosen for the Eucharist because “nothing is better suited for refection 
than bread for food and wine for drink.” Nor is anything better suited for 
symbolizing the unity of the body of Christ than the one bread made from 
many grains, and the one wine pressed from many grapes. 


Wherefore also it is commanded that this sacrament be surrounded with 
great solemnity, of place as well as time, of words and prayer as well as of 
vestments, in the celebration of masses; so that both the celebrating priests 
and the communicants may realize the gift of grace through which they are 
cleansed, enlightened, perfected, restored, vivified, and most ardently trans- 
formed into Christ by rapturous love.* 


Penance, Orders, and Matrimony 


The sacrament of penance, says Bonaventure, is like a life-saving plank 
after a shipwreck. It is specifically a plank for the human being drowning 
in mortal sin. There are three parts to this sacrament: contrition in the 
soul, confession in words, and satisfaction in deed.# 

Bonaventure understands orders to be a certain sign through which a 
spiritual power is conferred upon the ordained. (Of course, he reads sig- 
nificance into the fact that there are seven orders; the sixth and seventh 
are the deaconate and priesthood.) He regards orders as the sacrament 
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that imparts order, distinction, and power. The one who receives orders 
is to be totally consecrated to the worship of God. 

Bonaventure regards matrimony as a legitimate union of a man and a 
woman forming an indissoluble communion of life.4+ He follows Augus- 
tine’s teaching in his Literal Commentary on Genesis that sexual intercourse 
and marriage existed both before the Fall. Augustine is unique among the 
church fathers in teaching that sexual intercourse and marriage were part 
of the human condition before the original sin. Adam and Eve were 
married and would have had children by sexual intercourse in paradise, 
even though they did not. Other church fathers maintain that Adam and 
Eve were not married and would not have had intercourse. These are all 
part of the lapsarian condition.* 

Hence, according to Bonaventure, marriage is not merely a remedial 
state, but was to function even before the Fall, as the sacrament of union. 
After the Fall, of course, it took on a new role, namely, as the remedy 
against “the disease” of lust. In this regard, then, lust is excused by mat- 
rimony, but marriage does not erase the effects of the disease. Also, it was 
originally a symbol of the union of God with the soul; now it further 
signifies the union of Christ with the church and the hypostatic union of 
the divine and human natures in one divine person.** 

“Matrimony is effected by free consent of the mind on the part of two 
persons of opposite sex, expressed externally through a certain sensible 
sign and consummated by physical union.”47 Matrimony is thus brought 
about by the will’s consent, and since the will is not visible in itself, there 
must be some external sign indicating the act and intention of the will. 

Bonaventure follows Augustine in positing that there are three benefits 
to the sacrament: fidelity (fides), offspring (proles), and sacrament (sacra- 
mentum).*® He understands the sacrament to refer to the indissoluble 
bond; fidelity as the fulfillment of conjugal intercourse; and offspring as 
the principal effect proceeding from both. One of the most important 
implications from this is that the marriage and the family are part of man’s 
created nature. The family is a natural society. It is appropriate to end 
this brief examination of Bonaventure’s sacramental theology with mar- 
riage, for he sees in it the symbol of the divine. 


I2 


The Last Things 


A Theology of History 


he question of time and of history (as the order of events through 

time), took on tremendous urgency in Bonaventure’s day. Bonaven- 
ture found himself enmeshed in acrimonious debates about time and his- 
tory both in the university and in the Franciscan order. As we have 
already seen, Bonaventure has philosophical reasons to reject the notion 
of an eternal universe, defended by the Averroists. Bonaventure thinks 
that creation necessarily involves having a beginning in time, i.e., having 
being at some point after not having being. Time is thus necessarily lineal, 
not cyclical. But as Bonaventure thinks it clear in the light of sound 
philosophy that creation has a beginning in time, so in the light of scrip- 
ture he thinks it clear that it will have an end. And it is also scripture 
that makes clear the order of events in between the beginning and 
the end. 

Bonaventure’s reflection on history was prompted, in part, by the ne- 
cessity of defending a proper understanding of the phenomenon of Francis 
and of the movement he inspired. In Bonaventure’s day the Franciscan 
movement became enmeshed in the apocalyptic theory of Joachim of 
Fiore.! Joachim of Fiore tends to regard Christ as merely a turning point 
in history and not at the definitive moment, for there will be a seventh 
age of the Spirit, which has often been understood to supersede the age 
of the Son and to involve an abolition of the Gospel. Joachim takes over 
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the patristic and Augustinian division of history into seven ages corre- 
sponding to the seven days of creation. (But he thinks that the seventh 
and final age will take place in history before the final judgment, not 
beyond history in eternity, as Augustine believed.) 

There has been some dispute among scholars as to what degree Bon- 
aventure was influenced by Joachim. Joseph Ratzinger has argued that 
Bonaventure, in his later work, was significantly so influenced but without 
going to Joachim’s extreme;* others have been more sanguine about this.° 
There is clearly a development in Bonaventure’s view: in his early work, 
the Sentences, he is dismissive of Joachim, referring to the latter’s “igno- 
rant” criticism of the Lombard on the topic of the Trinity.° Indeed, 
given the dearth of Joachite influence on the early Bonaventure, he might 
have agreed with the remark later attributed to Pope Boniface VIII about 
the Joachites (ca. 1234-1303; r. 1294-1303), “Why are these fools await- 
ing the end of the world?”? As Bernard McGinn says, “Bonaventure’s 
academic period seems strangely free of influences from Joachim’s visions 
of history.”* In any case, Bonaventure as minister general worked to rescue 
the Franciscans from a more extreme apocalypticism, inspired by the read- 
ing of Joachim among some of his brother friars, above all, in his prede- 
cessor as minister general, John of Parma. John envisioned a subsequent 
age of the spirit, which he thought inaugurated by St. Francis. In at- 
tempting to correct this heretical view, “Bonaventure does not accept the 
notion of an age of the Holy Spirit which destroyed the central position 
of Christ in the Joachimite view.” Instead, he develops a moderating 
position that avoids Aristotle’s secular view of time on the one hand and 
a Joachite charismatic apocalypticism on the other. 

Christianity sees history in general, as a coherent narrative and the 
movement of events as part of a larger plot. For Bonaventure, however, 
creation is a particular type of story—the story of a journey, an odyssey, 
of how all things come forth from God and will return back to their 
source. It has a beginning in creation, a climax in the coming of Christ, 
and will have an end with a final judgment. In the dominant patristic 
understanding of history, there are seven ages that parallel the seven days 
of creation. The coming of Christ marks the sixth day and thus the be- 
ginning of the end of time. With the coming of Christ, the world is over; 
the last age is a dénouement. Bonaventure tends to follow this schema 
in his Commentary; but in the Breviloquium, his doctrine acquires a new 
tone in which Christ’s coming is the “fullness of time.” By the writing of 
the Hexaemeron Christ is clearly presented as the center, the midpoint of 
history, and not merely as a turning point. “For Bonaventure, Christ is 
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the axis of world history.”!° But unlike in the patristic configuration pre- 
sented in the Commentary, the time of the church will occupy a longer 
and distinct age of its own. In the Hexaemeron, Bonaventure will adapt 
Joachim’s conception of spirit-inspired contemplatives, and which Joach- 
ite Franciscans tended to identify with the Order itself, to be those mem- 
bers of the church who attain a mystical union with God. 

The first implication of this Christocentric view is that time is never 
the neutral measure of motion, as it is for Aristotle, but one of the struc- 
tural elements of the universe. Indeed, time is not merely a measurement 
of motion relative to an observer at any given moment; it is an objectively 
reckoned measurement of proximity to the event of Christ’s incarnation. 
All time is saving time, for all time belongs to Christ. That is to say, time 
is a measurement of the duration from Christ, either in anticipation of 
him or looking back to him. Time is, in short, the reckoning of a narra- 
tive, and Christ is the climax from which all event are reckoned. In 
Bonaventure’s view, the history of Christ is not a tale imposed on events. 
The story of Christ is the history of the universe, and time. therefore, is 
the duration from the center of history. As Gilson puts it very succinctly, 
“The root of the matter is that St. Bonaventure’s Christian universe differs 
from the pagan universe of Aristotle in that it has a history.”"! 


The Final Judgment 


Philosophers and religious thinkers have long conjectured that the world 
will end in some kind of judgment. Plato is perhaps the most famous 
example among philosophers, but even Heraclitus, the Presocratic phi- 
losopher, hypothesized that the world would end in a vast conflagration. 
For both of these Greek thinkers, it seemed the nature of reality was such 
that definitive justice must be restored to human events. It does not seem 
quite right, their reasoning seems to run, that good people go unrewarded 
and evil unpunished. Goodness, such philosophers maintain, requires that 
the good be rewarded and evil punished; otherwise, the goodness of reality 
is strictly limited and provisional. To hold that such could be the case 
involves maintaining that there is no general plan or providence for the 
course of human events. Such a view further involves holding the premise 
that reality is not just, it just is. On the contrary, the human story is not 
a tale told by an idiot, in which the good suffer and the wicked prosper. 
Without a judgment, the view that providence ultimately guides events 
is very difficult, if not impossible, to argue, since there are massive 
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amounts of evidence that evil goes unpunished and good unrewarded. 
Without a definitive judgment and righting of all evils, it seems a dubious 
thesis that reality is fundamentally good. 

The Christian, taking a definite stand on this issue, believes that 
“Christ will come to judge the living and the dead,” as Christ himself 
seems to claim (Matthew 24:27; 25:31) and as the Apostles’ Creed says. 
(The Christian view is admittedly inspired by Christ’s own words, not the 
philosophers.) The Christian thus believes that Christ revealed how the 
world will end, at least in some sense. The end will involve three events: 
a second coming of Christ, a general judgment, and the resurrection of 
the dead. 

The world will end with a judgment in which God will judge the living 
and the dead, treating each according to his merits. Bonaventure thinks 
that the hour of this judgment is known only to the Trinity and to Christ’s 
assumed humanity. It may also be known to certain angels and to the 
blessed, but it is certainly unknown to all pilgrims.!? This judgment will 
involve an “opening” or examination of the consciences of every human 
being who has ever lived. 

In Bonaventure’s day it was not defined doctrine what would happen 
to souls immediately after their death but before the end of time. By the 
second Council of Lyon’s profession of faith in 1274, it is clear that the 
Western church had come to believe the doctrine that there would be a 
judgment of each individual immediately after death, “a particular judg- 
ment” as it is called, followed at once by the reward of heaven, the tem- 
porary purification of purgatory, or the punishment of hell. The Eastern 
church did not possess doctrinal uniformity on this matter. 

Bonaventure explains that the rectitude of truth imposes on human 
beings a law that obligates them to righteousness, but not in such a way 
that their wills are forced. As he puts it, quoting Augustine, God “so 
governs his creatures as to let them act by their own power.” Thus, in 
order to preserve and to manifest the rectitude of truth, there must be a 
recognition of merit; in order to manifest the plenitude of power, there 
must appear a just distribution of rewards; and to manifest the loftiness 
of might and power, there must be a passing of sentence. 

The mystery of evil, says Bonaventure, finds its roots in the free will. 
Nothing can come to be apart from the divine will, but the very condition 
for the possibility of there being a creature with a free will (and thus for 
a creature that can truly love) is a will that can turn away from the good. 
“And so, if He suffers free will to fall, He does so in all justice, since by 
the very law of its nature free will is able to turn either way.”!* God is 
simply being just when he so administers creation that he does not in- 
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fringe upon the laws he himself has established for it and he cooperates 
with the things he has made such that he lets them move by their own 
inner powers.!° 

The nature of man is such that it must have will. That is to say, the 
free and rational being can be perfected (completed) only in loving the 
good or in being punished for this failure. For the good to be forced upon 
the free rational being would itself be an injustice. In possessing free will, 
however, the human being can turn away from the good; and in so turning 
away, a free, rational being must receive justice, for otherwise an injustice 
would be committed. Hence, all human beings must be completed either 
through God’s justice or his mercy. All human beings will come to their 
proper end and the fulfillment of their nature, whether among the elect 
or the reprobate. In justice, all human beings deserve condemnation; it 
is by nothing but the sheer, unfathomable benevolence of God that any- 
one is saved. Bonaventure thinks that God has chosen from all eternity 
those whom he will save. These are the elect, or the “pre-elected” as he 
also refers to them. Those who will not be saved are the reprobates. 
“When therefore, He condemns and reproves, He acts according to jus- 
tice; when He pre-elects, he acts according to grace and love, which do 
not preclude justice.”!® Bonaventure thus holds what would later be called 
a monergistic theory of salvation in which God preelects or predestines 
certain human beings for salvation without consideration of their merits. 
He does not think that God positively reprobates the damned—these he 
merely permits to turn away. In short, Bonaventure’s theory of predesti- 
nation is one that includes positive election and negative or permissive 
reprobation. He thinks that more souls are reproved than elected, in order 
“to show that salvation is a special grace, while condemnation is ordinary 
justice.”!” If God helps or sustains anyone through grace, he does no 
injustice to anyone else. 

Bonaventure defends what was to become one of the most controver- 
sial, yet most distinctly medieval, doctrines, namely, purgatory. Purgatory 
is a state of purification for souls who have repented of all mortal sins, 
but (1) have not been freed from their attachment to sin, or (2) have 
not satisfied the temporal punishment due for their sins. “As supreme 
goodness suffers no good to remain unrewarded, so also it cannot suffer 
any evil to remain unpunished.”!® 

As a result of this fundamental principle, sin demands three things: a 
punitive penalty, a due reparation, and a proper cleansing. All three of 
these elements necessitate the existence of purgatory for those souls who 
have repented of their mortal sins. With regard to the penalty, Bonaven- 
ture quotes Augustine: “ ‘the pain must burn as fiercely as love had 
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clung.’”!° As a reparation, the story is more complex. Since there can be 
no meriting in purgatory, the element of atonement is necessarily lacking. 
Hence, Bonaventure thinks that the lack of freedom in the will must be 
made up for by the bitterness of the pain itself. Finally, the fires of pur- 
gatory must have a cleansing effect in the soul. 


The Resurrection of the Body 


Bonaventure believes that the bodies of all human beings will rise at the 
end of the world. In order to understand Bonaventure’s teaching on this 
matter, it is necessary to return to his anthropological doctrines, and spe- 
cifically, to this view that the human being is a rational animal, that the 
rational soul is the substantial form of the body, and that the soul and 
body possess a unibility for each other. Indeed, the matter and form will 
need and seek each other. Nature is not complete unless man be recon- 
stituted body and soul, as matter and form, for without such reconstitu- 
tion, one does not have man. This unibility of soul and body is accurately 
described as an appetite of each for the other, and more properly, of the 
appetite of the soul for the matter of the body. The rational soul retains 
an appetite for a particular body, and Bonaventure understands the res- 
urrection to be such that it will entail the reunion of the soul with the 
same flesh it possessed in this life. 

From a philosophical viewpoint one of the most difficult aspects of the 
doctrine of the resurrection to defend is the identity of the individual at 
the time of death and the individual who rises again. It would seem that 
in order for both moments to involve the same individual, it is necessary 
that every body return to the soul to which it belonged and which had 
been its original principle of life and growth. “Therefore the same indi- 
vidual body (idem corpus numero) must be raised from the dead, or else 
there would be no true resurrection.””° Of course, Bonaventure admits 
that nature, in its seminal or natural causes, has not the power to bring 
all this about. Such an occurrence depends on the intervention of the 
prime cause. “Everything born of nature is doomed to die.” 

Like other Scholastics, Bonaventure speculates about who will possess 
the flesh consumed by cannibals. Will it belong to the cannibals or the 
original owner? Admittedly, a strange question to our ears, but a common 
Scholastic one nonetheless. Bonaventure argues that it will belong to the 
one to whom it first belonged.?! What is at stake in this seemingly strange 
line of speculation is the nature of identity. In other words, does identity 
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of substance between the individual human being who lived on earth and 
the resurrected human being require the same body for there to be an 
identity of substance across the two instances? Like certain other Scho- 
lastics, Bonaventure thinks it does. Granted of course, that the resurrected 
person cannot possibly possess all of the molecules or parts that she ever 
possessed throughout her life, since then she would be humongous and 
no longer a well-proportioned human being. 

While the wicked shall rise to misery and pain, the just will rise to 
eternal happiness. But the bodies of the wicked shall rise with all of the 
distortion and defects that they had in life. “But in the good, ‘nature will 
be safeguarded and all imperfection removed,’ and they will rise with a 
body complete, in the prime of life, and well-proportioned.””” 

The fullness of grace demands that every imperfection be removed and 
that the just receive the fulfillment of their natural integrity, any missing 
portion being restored, any excess growth eliminated, and any malfunc- 
tioning corrected. All the just are to receive bodies in the prime of life, 
which the tradition took to be the age at which Christ died. 


A Consuming Fire 


In his eschatology Bonaventure adds one more event to the end: he thinks 
that the world will end in a consuming fire, which will not involve the 
total destruction of the sensible world, but will entail all the things of 
the world being set aflame, all animals and plants being consumed, and 
the elements cleansed and renewed.” Fire will cleanse the elect and pun- 
ish the damned. On this point, Bonaventure’s teaching interestingly re- 
sembles Stoic doctrine, originally derived from the teaching of the Pre- 
socratic philosopher, Heraclitus. After the cleansing of fire, the motion of 
the heavens shall cease, and with all the elect completed, the bodies of 
the universe shall be renewed and rewarded.”* 

Of particular interest in Bonaventure’s discussion of the final judgment 
is the implicit view that the universe rises or falls with man. Man is the 
microcosm who sums up the macrocosm. All of physical creation is or- 
dered to the best thing that is within it, namely, the human rational soul. 
As the Fall of man involved a fall of creation, so the restoration of man 
must involve the restoration of the whole universe. When the human 
being is cleansed, so too is the whole universe. “Finally, this world must 
be consummated once man is consummated,”’° but man is not consum- 
mated until the number of the elect is filled up. 
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Therefore, as soon as this number is completed, the motion of the heavenly 
bodies must end and cease, as likewise the transmutations of elements; and 
consequently the process of generation in animals and plants; for since all 
these creatures were ordained toward the more noble form, the rational 
soul, once souls have attained their final state of rest, all other things beside 
must come to completion and repose.?’ 


Furthermore, this punishment must be eternal, “for a sin which a man 
commits and never repents remains forever in the soul, and separates it 
from eternal life, that is, from God.”?8 As man sinned against the infinite, 
so he must suffer an infinite penalty. 

All the just shall receive the vision of God, bodily glory, and a special 
additional honor called an aureole. Any reward less than God would not 
satisfy such a creature as man. “Hence, it receives as reward a God- 
conforming glory: it becomes like unto God and sees Him clearly through 
the intellect, loves him through the will, and retains him forever through 
the memory.””” 


Formless (Nulliform) Wisdom: Peace and 
Ecstatic Love 


As discussed earlier, the purpose of theology is nothing less than salvation. 
That is to say, theology’s task is to lead the human being to eternal life 
with God, and this, in turn, involves leading the soul to virtue. Theology 
thus has a practical end. And the end of scripture, as synonymous with 
theology, is “the superabundance of overflowing happiness,” and is thus 
the same as the end of the human being.*° Theology as a science ulti- 
mately aims at a loving union with God. In this sense, Bonaventure tends 
to regard theology as a practical science. Indeed, it has as its most pro- 
found aim nothing less than human salvation and beatitude found in 
eternal union with God. Not surprisingly, then, it aims at a foretaste or 
anticipatory experience of that eternal union through the believer’s mys- 
tical, ecstatic union with God even in this life, in via, as Bonaventure 
often says. In this conception, life is a pilgrimage, and part of theology’s 
ordinary task is to dispose the pilgrim to catch a glimpse of the lasting 
city to strengthen him on the way. 

Before the day of judgment, then, whether the general or particular, 
Bonaventure thinks that there is already available to the devout soul some 
cognition of God in this life. In order to understand this mystical knowl- 
edge of God, recall the different senses of the word “wisdom,” and that 
in a strict sense, it refers to the mind’s ecstatic union with God. This final 
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type of wisdom is a “formless wisdom” (sapientia nulliformis) that tran- 
scends the categories of thought, and so, it should not be surprising that 
Bonaventure draws on the apophatic tradition. As mentioned, Bonaven- 
ture speaks of this wisdom as formless, because the mind is unable to grasp 
it in any concept or to express it in any proposition. In this way, it is 
beyond form; it is no-form. This wisdom is ineffable. 

It is particularly noteworthy that this wisdom is not merely a distant 
goal for eternity, but is already the goal of human life on earth. There 
exists on earth a knowledge of the divine essence that is possible.*! This 
formless wisdom can be found in this life by the contemplative in the 
interior knowledge of God; it involves a cognition of God by experience 
(cognitonem Dei experimentalem). This formless cognition is a mystical state 
that, while beginning in cognition, ends in affection and an ecstatic out- 
pouring of one’s self toward God.” 

Insofar as union with God involves the perfect tranquility of order, 
peace (status) can also be said to be the final end of man. This peace 
can begin in this life with the attainment of formless wisdom. We see this 
in Bonaventure’s discussion of the Beatitudes, where he speaks of a special 
grace, called “peacefulness.” He regards this as a grace meant to perfect 
the soul that is already rectified by the infused virtues and that has grown 
in holiness through the gifts of the Holy Spirit. It is not surprising that 
peace arises in such a soul, since the soul is also supremely ordered or 
hierarchized (anima hierarchizata).* (Francis is an example of such a soul, 
“a hierarchic man” [vir hierarchus].)*> Peacefulness is a certain spiritual 
grace that perfects and crowns these other graces. It is a grace meant for 
a “holy soul,” who loves the good alone. The good is the one single good 
in which all goods are found, and this alone will suffice to make man 
happy. If one desires the supreme good, nothing else is necessary. “Why, 
then, servant of God do you wander so far, seeking delights for your body 
and mind? Love one single Good in which all goods are found, and that 
will suffice; desire one simple Good which is all good and that will be 
enough.”*6 This solitary good is the beatitude of the human being. 

Bonaventure consistently uses two types of language when discussing 
peace of soul: ecstatic and nuptial. He describes the union with the good 
as like inebriation; it is only in such repose that there will be peace. It is 
important to point out that this wise unknowing (or learned ignorance) 
is not based on a denial of reason and rationality. The mystic is not one 
who denies the principle of contradiction, but rather one who has come 
to an ecstatic knowledge that the rationality of God is infinite and thus 
beyond what the finite mind can comprehend. 

Bonaventure’s mysticism does not belong to the tradition developed 
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much later among the Rhineland mystics. For them, God is the being of 
all that is, and the nonbeing of all that is not; God is beyond the principle 
of contradiction. According to Bonaventure the principle of contradiction 
seems to be one with God. This point follows from his doctrine on the 
divine word: The divine Word is the perfect expression of the First Prin- 
ciple, but there can be no expression without coherence and no coherence 
with contradiction. The rational and mystical are not opposed, rather 
reason and mysticism are related as operation and end.*” Being does not 
yield its intelligibility readily, and we are greatly hampered in grasping 
this intelligibility (above all, because matter as the mark of all finite things 
having come from nothing, is unintelligible, a “darkness”); nevertheless, 
once we have grasped this intelligibility of being, we find it leads to an 
inexhaustible source, that wells upon eternally, “a fontal plenitude.” 

Bonaventure explains that these spiritual senses express mental per- 
ceptions of the truth being contemplated. Indeed, the infused virtues and 
the gifts of the Spirit are all ordered to lead the soul to the repose of 
contemplation and the habits of the beatitudes that bring about its per- 
fection. The prophets received contemplation through revelation, while 
other just souls receive contemplation through “speculation.” This spec- 
ulation starts in the senses, but proceeds to the intellect and the attain- 
ment of wisdom. This wisdom is the ecstatic knowledge that begins in 
this life, but reaches fulfillment in eternal glory.** 

When the soul attains this wisdom, “it transcends itself, entering mys- 
tical darkness and ecstasy through a certain wise unknowing (ignorantia 
docta).”*° The self-transcendence or passing over (transitus) is a theme to 
which Bonaventure frequently averts in his writings.*? While no one may 
acquire this contemplation of wisdom by one’s own efforts, for “divine 
grace alone can procure such experience,” only those who strive for it 
may receive such grace.*! Near the end of his Journey of the Mind to God, 
Bonaventure quotes Pseudo-Dionysius on these themes: 


We can say with Dionysius, “And you, my friend, in this matter of mystical 
visions, redouble your efforts, abandon your senses, intellectual activities, 
visible and invisible things—everything that is not and that is—and, obliv- 
ious of yourself, let yourself be brought back, in so far as it is possible, to 
unity with Him Who is above all essence and all knowledge. And tran- 
scending yourself and all things, ascend to the superessential gleam of the 
divine darkness by an incommensurable and absolute transport of a pure 
mind.”# 
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